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Abstract
Approximately one-quarter of undergraduate students are parents or guardians
of dependent children. While having similar or higher GPAs, student-parents have lower
rates of graduation than peers without children and often struggle with finances,
childcare, and scheduling. The COVID-19 pandemic introduced many new stressors to
our lives. In addition to the mental and physical health risks during the pandemic,
college students experienced a change in delivery of classes to largely online and for
parents of school age children, it has added challenges of supporting children at home in
distance learning. This study used a feminist phenomenological approach to discover the
lived experience of student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic at a midsize upper
Midwestern community college. Eight female student-parents were interviewed and six
general themes and three unique subthemes were found. During the COVID-19
pandemic, the student-parents in the study struggled with finding enough time for their
many roles and felt highly challenged by the adversity they faced, including high rates of
mental distress. They had a range of access to social support from others in their lives,
including childcare. The school had an impact on their success by faculty policies, the
lack of availability for the tutoring center, and access to financial support. The
experience with online classes was mixed. There was evidence of resilience, hope and
motivation from all the participants. Recommendations from the findings included
increased flexibility from faculty, alternate access to academic support, mental health and
financial support outreach, and assistance for childcare. Support for student-parents has a
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two-generation impact and is vital for schools to prioritize as they aim for equity for all
students.
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Chapter I
Introduction
Background of the Problem
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the experience of higher education in a
way that most people could not have imagined. The global pandemic has been associated
with stress, financial loss, death of loved ones, and the challenge of quarantine. There
have been media reports of working parents being overwhelmed with juggling work
demands and managing distance learning or of college students adapting to online
coursework. However, the voices of student-parents that are faced with completing
college classes online, responsible for childcare, managing distance learning of children
and possibly employed, have not been heard.
Challenges of student-parents. In professional development for higher education
faculty, we often hear about ethnic diversity, first-generation college students, and
immigrant students. While these are extremely important groups to learn and support to
increase student success outcomes, one overlooked group is the significant number of
post-secondary students who are student-parents (Brown & Nichols, 2012.) Being a
student-parent as an undergraduate college student presents unique challenges, such as
struggles with finances and employment, difficulty balancing demands on time, the lack
of available and affordable housing, the shortage of available and affordable childcare,
unclear institutional policies, and minimal support from the institution (Brown &
Nichols, 2012; Clery & Harmon, 2012; Goldrick-Rab, Minikel-Lacocque & Kinsley,
2011; Green & Robeson, 2020).
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Population demographics of student-parents. The population of parenting
students in college is significant. Approximately four million undergraduate students, or
22%, are parents or guardians of dependent children (Cruse, Holtzman, Gault, Croom &
Polk, 2019a; Field, 2017; Green & Robeson, 2020; Wladis, Hachey, & Conway, 2018).
The percentage of community college students parenting is more significant at 30% or
2.1 million students (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2014), and 42% of all
student-parents enrolled in higher education are enrolled in community college (Cruse et
al., 2019a). According to Cruse et al., the majority (70%) of student-parents are female,
which is approximately 2.7 million people, and of those, 1.7 million female studentparents are single mothers (2019a). The number of single mothers in college has doubled
since the year 2000 (Kruvelis, Cruse, & Gault, 2017). A student group this large
warrants more attention to its needs in the field of educational research. When we
encourage and support student-parents, we impact the lives of both those students and the
next generation.
Student-parents also vary by ethnicity and income status. Parenting students are
more likely to be people of color, especially women of color. Black college students are
most likely to be parents (33%) and are more likely than women from other ethnic groups
to be student-parents. Of college students, 40% of Black women, 36% of American
Indian/Alaska Native women, and 26% of Latinas raise children while attending college,
compared with 26% of White women (Cruse et al., 2019a). Student-parents are more
likely to have lower incomes than the average student. When applying for financial aid,
61% of all student-parents report they have an expected family contribution (EFC) of $0
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towards college expenses. This is twice the rate of students who do not have children;
29.6% of students without children report EFCs of $0 (Gault, Reichlin, & Roman, 2014).
The financial situation for student-parents of color is of more significant concern. The
student-parents of color are more likely to live at or below 200% of the poverty level.
Seventy-one percent of Black student-parents and 68% of Latinx student-parents are at or
below 200% of the poverty level compared to 49% of White student-parents. Due to
these financial challenges, student-parents graduate with higher undergraduate debt levels
compared to students without children (Gault et al., 2014).
Graduation rates. The unique challenges that this population faces leads to
many difficulties in reaching success as a student. The National Survey of Family
Growth found that 61% of community college student-parents do not finish their degree,
which is 65% higher than women without children (Bradburn, 2002). One in ten
dropouts at the community college level are due to unplanned births (Prentice, Stovin &
Robinson, 2012). Goldrick-Rab, et al. (2011) found that “less than one in ten students
with children completes a bachelor’s degree within six years of college entry” (p. 5). This
group of students is a significant proportion of the college student population, a little over
one-quarter of all undergraduate students, and is at high risk for not completing their
degree. These risks to not graduate existed before student-parenting during a pandemic,
so we can hypothesize that these risks will increase with the increased challenges that the
COVID-19 pandemic has introduced.
Insufficiency of implementation of the prevailing recommendations for
student parents on campus. Research investigating ways to improve the student
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experience of student-parents has resulted in recommendations of improved access to
affordable childcare, more access to information on available grants, scholarships, and
loans, increased institutional support, and greater flexibility with course scheduling
(Brown & Nichols, 2012; Matus-Grossman & Gooden, 2002; Kruvelis et al., 2017).
While multiple studies demonstrate these themes, we see few higher education
institutions using these recommendations in their educational practices and support of
student-parents. Although the need for affordable and convenient childcare has strong
arguments in the research literature for increasing success rates of student-parents and
data supports their positive impact, the number of on-campus childcare centers are
decreasing nationwide. The college administration often cites the high cost and budget
constraints as the reason for closing childcare on campus. The colleges with campus
childcare centers frequently have a waiting list and more demand than they can
adequately meet. As the need for care for student-parents’ children continues to increase,
the availability is decreasing (Eckerson, Talbourdet, Reichlin, Sykes, Noll & Gault,
2016). Since many childcare centers are closing or unavailable due to demand, some
parents have suggested alternatives such as parent-run co-ops to share the childcare needs
while students attend class (Brown & Nichols, 2012). During the pandemic, the small
number of childcare centers available has decreased, so the challenge for student-parents
has intensified.
Colleges are not required to collect data on student-parents, so awareness of the
number and identity of students who may need extra institutional support is difficult.
Since school records do not identify students as “parenting,” higher education institutions
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have difficulty assisting in recommending funding for educational costs targeted
explicitly towards this population. Research has demonstrated that this student
population has a higher financial need for support than the average student (Gault et al.,
2014). If the school had awareness of their population of student-parents and could direct
them to funding opportunities, it would be helpful to many students that are struggling
financially (Brown & Nichols, 2012; Kruvelis et al., 2017; Matus-Grossman & Gooden,
2002). Since colleges do not know who their student-parents may be, it makes potential
support during the COVID-19 pandemic additionally challenging.
The COVID-19 Pandemic
In mid-March, 2020, people worldwide were asked to stay home, and all college
classes moved online to try to slow down the spread of the novel coronavirus during the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. This change was difficult for many people but
had additional challenges for those now balancing their schoolwork online, while
managing distance learning for school-age children, providing childcare and possibly
working in some capacity as an essential employee. Challenges included increased
mental and physical health concerns, balancing time between school, work and children,
financial stress and possibly not having access to appropriate technology to succeed at
distance learning (Nuere & Miguel, 2020; Walters, 2020).
Mental health. Mental health declined for many people as they were ordered to
remain at home as much as possible (Brooks, Webster, Smith, Woodland, Wessely,
Greenberg & Rubin 2020). Early studies from China reported higher rates of anxiety,
depression and stress among young people (Zhou, 2020). Between 35-54% of
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participants had moderate to severe psychological distress due to COVID-19 (Qiu, Shen,
Zhao, Wang, Xie & Xu, 2020; Wang, Pan, Wan, Tan, Xu, Ho, & Ho, 2020). Several
studies in Europe and China demonstrated higher rates of distress for females than males
(Moccia, Janirir, Pepe, Dattoli, Molinaro, De Martin, Chieffo, Janiri, Fiorillo, Sani, Di
Nicola, 2020; Wang et al., 2020). In a study specifically of college students in China,
about 25% reported anxiety due to the outbreak with no gender differences in their results
(Cao, Fang, Hou, Han, Xu, Dong & Zheng, 2020). A survey of U.S. college students
found that 80% reported negative impacts on their mental health, with 20% of students
saying it was significantly worse because of high levels of stress and anxiety (COVID-19
impact on college student mental health, 2020). There is significant evidence that the
COVID-19 pandemic has had a negative impact on many people’s mental health.
Racial disparity. In addition to mental health challenges, there were racial
disparities on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, with people of color being at
higher risk for illness and death (Centers for Disease Control, 2020; Goyal, Simpson,
Boyle, Badolato, Delaney, McCarter, Cora-Bramble, 2020; Janes, 2020). People of color
also were at higher risk for financial challenges with job losses and lack of resources and
support (Coyne, Gould, Grimaldi, Wilson, Baffuto & Biglan, 2020; Liu& Modir, 2020).
Student-parents are more likely to be people of color, so the impact of COVID-19 could
be an exponential challenge for this population. The achievement/opportunity gap of
young students of color is well-documented, and educators were concerned that this
change to online learning may disproportionally negatively impact students of color
(Dorn, Hancock, Sarakatsannis, & Viruleg, 2020).
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Problem Statement
The population of student-parents is a significant proportion of all students
attending college (approximately 22%), and this group of non-traditional students faces
unique demands. The dropout rates for this group are higher than average, and college
completion is increasingly essential for career achievement. Student-parent success
positively impacts two generations, both parent and child. Qualitative studies have
indicated barriers and suggestions for improving student-parents’ success in typical
times. However, we know little about the experience of students completing college
classes online from home, while providing childcare and facilitating distance learning to
their children during a global pandemic.
Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this feminist phenomenological study is to discover the lived
experience of student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic for student-parents at a
midsize upper Midwestern community college.
Research Questions
According to Moustakas (1994), researchers should ask participants two broad
questions regarding their experience. The main research questions for this study are
“What have you experienced in terms of the phenomenon” and “what contexts or
situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon”
(Moustakas, 1994 as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 79).
Significance of the Research
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Most research on education and pregnancy focuses on high school age students
or graduate students. There are few studies regarding the experience of student-parents
during a student’s undergraduate years, and no studies specifically looking at the studentparent experience during the COVID-19 pandemic. This research will provide applicable
information for college faculty and student services on how to best help this student
population during either this global crisis or a future smaller-scale crisis to increase their
chance for academic success, as well as give student-parents a sense of comfort that they
are not alone in this challenge. Ultimately, this research will lead to a better
understanding of the undergraduate experience of student-parents so that this large
student group has a better opportunity for success.
Delimitations
This study was limited to a midsize public community college students in an
upper Midwestern town of about 68,000 residents. The participants were female studentparents and must have at least one school-age child under 12 years old living in the same
residence to participate.
Definition of Key Terms
COVID-19. An infection from a novel coronavirus called SARS-CoV-2. It is
spread through close contact with people, and some people remain asymptomatic while
infected.
COVID-19 pandemic. Millions of people have been infected worldwide, and
there have been approximately 2.5 million deaths as of February, 2021. The United
States has the highest infection rate in the world (Johns Hopkins University, 2020).
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Essential worker. An essential worker provides services that are considered
essential to society by the government. Examples of essential workers are healthcare
providers, law enforcement, grocery store employees, and energy industry workers.
Distance learning/education. Schools of all levels closed, and education
transitioned online through distance learning. Students used technology to receive and
turn in assignments. Some instructors required specific times to receive instruction
online, and some provided work that students could complete asynchronously.
Stay-at-home order. Due to increasing rates of SARS-CoV-2 infection and to
protect health care providers’ capacity, governments ordered residents to stay-at-home to
decrease the risk of the spread of infection. In most cases, residents could leave for
groceries and exercise outside. Essential workers could continue to go to work.
Student-parent. A college student that is actively raising a child or pregnant
while attending school.
Synchronous learning. Learning at home at specific, scheduled times.
Title IX. Title IX of the Education Act of 1972 “is a federal law that prohibits
discrimination based on sex in educational programs. The law is a key tool for ensuring
that all people have an equal opportunity for education, regardless of their sex or gender”
(The Center for WorkLife Law, 2017).
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
College Transitions Due to COVID-19
March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 as a global
pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020). Within days, people across the United
States were asked to stay at home as much as possible. Nearly all colleges and
universities around the country switched their formats for classes to online delivery.
Although online classes have become more and more popular, Gould (2020) reported that
data from 2017 indicated that 84% of U.S. college students’ classes were meeting in a
face-to-face format, so most college students saw a change in their class delivery style.
While research on the delivery of coursework is beyond the scope of this study, the
adjustment in delivery for every college class was a drastic change to the landscape of
higher education. Loeb (2020) wrote, “It is not surprising that in-person courses are, on
average, more effective. Being in person with teachers and other students creates social
pressures and benefits that can help motivate students to engage. Some students do as
well in online course as in in-person course, some may do better; but, on average,
students do worse in the online setting, and this is particularly true for students with
weaker academic backgrounds. Students who struggle in in-person classes are likely to
struggle even more online” (Loeb, 2020, p.1). This sudden change in college instruction
at the beginning of a global pandemic was a challenge for students, faculty, and
administrators. This shift was within a larger society experiencing a quarantine for the
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first time, and the possibility of financial difficulties, a decline in mental health and
physical health risks.
This challenge was exacerbated for those that found themselves balancing their
schoolwork from home while managing distance learning for their children, as well as
other roles such as employment and caring for other family members. “If we are truthful,
COVID-19 has taught us that the greatest challenge and obligation we face is recognizing
that, in the long run, our students-whatever their needs, abilities or aspirations-are among
the pandemic’s most severe and overlooked victims” (Dziech, 2020, p. 5).
Response to the COVID-19 Pandemic From Higher Education
College students’ mental health. Alpert and Nguyen-Feng wrote as college
students learned about the pandemic and the change in their education, they expressed a
“range of emotions: frustration, confusion, stress, anxiety, upset, grief, panic, shock,
being unmotivated, numbness, just being unsure of how to process everything” (Alpert &
Nguyen-Feng, 2020, p. 526). They expressed disappointment, as well as concern for
others, without knowing quite how to help. While trying to keep up with their studies,
some students felt stress and difficulty managing their schedules and structure. It was
challenging for some students to separate home from school. Even with the struggles,
many students found stability and embraced their resilience (Alpert & Nguyen-Feng,
2020).
College students with disabilities. Students with disabilities may have additional
challenges with the switch to online learning. Gould (2020) discussed how some
accommodations have an easier transition to online education than others. Some
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students’ academic needs may work well in an online format, and some may struggle
depending on their disability. Accommodations may not be appropriately set up in the
online format. “It’s clear that many college and university faculty and staff have
struggled to switch their course delivery methods while also attending to other tasks that
the COVID-19 pandemic has brought about- social distancing, caring for ill or elderly
relatives and supervising out-of-school children at home, many for the remainder of the
school year” (Gould, 2020, p. 46).
Suggestions listed in Gould (2020) to ease the transition to an online format for
students with disabilities included increased communication and using their skills of
resilience. Communication is essential so that the faculty understand that the student is
engaged in the learning experience, and instructions for the class are clarified. Students
who may have faced other challenges in their past may also have developed resilience
and higher coping levels that could be helpful in this time of transition. “….Some
college students with disabilities actually are better equipped to handle this setback than
other students – simply because of the other obstacles they have faced in their lives too
far” (Gould, 2020, p. 46).
College leadership during COVID-19. Quality leadership is important in normal
times, but in a time of crisis, the leader’s role becomes even more essential. As the stayat-home order developed, students across the country transitioned their classes to a virtual
online format, which brought a challenge in making sure that a student had the
appropriate access to technology to be successful. However, even life outside of being a
student could be challenging. Gedro, Allain, De-Souza, Dodson, and Mawn (2020) wrote
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of students working overtime as essential workers or being furloughed as their place of
work was also being shut down. Stress for students could include worrying about the
impact of the virus-could they become ill or need to care for a family member that was
ill. Student-parents suddenly had to support their children’s education at home.
“Frightening statistics, uncertainty, and grief and loss created an immense emotional
burden and left students and colleagues feeling overwhelmed and fatigued” (Gedro et al.,
2020, pg. 397). While a leader cannot change the pandemic, a student’s financial
situation or homeschool their child, they can demonstrate support through “a virtual work
environment that encourages support and self-care” (Gedro et al., 2020, pg. 397). Many
leaders also were challenged by the school closures, which helped to give insight as to the
student-parent experience. Balancing the constant stream of work and home needs made
for a tricky balance. The authors noted that expectations should be “clear and realistic”
to help support work-life balance (Gedro et al., 2020, pg. 402).
It is important to note that all higher education institutions did not excel in
leadership during the transition to online learning. Stewart (2020) wrote of confusing
messages from leadership, including the instruction to continue with synchronous
lectures and no teaching plan for students without access to efficient Wi-Fi or devices.
The author argued that higher education focused on “capitalistic concerns” (p.3) instead
of recognizing the crisis and encouraging self-care (Stewart, 2020). Other challenges
included some college faculty not having appropriate technology, and the task of
adapting the courses for online delivery were significantly more time-consuming than
preparing for in person learning (Nuere & Miguel, 2020). The authors recommended that
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schools adopt quality online platforms for future “unforeseen circumstances” (Nuere &
Miguel, 2020, p. 10).
K-12 Distance Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Walters (2020) wrote that the challenge to convert K-12 schooling online without
much notice was exceedingly difficult, especially because seven million children in the
United States do not have internet service at home, and many did not have access to a
computer or tablet. Some schools were the primary provider of breakfast and lunch. The
schooling from home was also more difficult for single-parent families than those with
two adults to assist the children. Children with mental health needs added extra stress
when the school day’s structure was not an option. Groups that were already
experiencing educational inequity had a more challenging time when the pandemic
occurred (Walters, 2020). Parents that worked as essential workers and had less job
flexibility had an even more difficult time facilitating distance learning during this time.
Kroshus, Hawrilenko, Tandon, & Christakis (2020) wrote that jobs with more flexibility
tend to be held by those that are already more affluent, educated and work white-collar
type jobs. They emphasized that the cost of distance learning is most felt by those that are
already the most disadvantaged since they are less likely to have highspeed internet,
support at home, and more likely to have other external stressors (Kroshus et al., 2020).
The impact of the loss of in-school learning time could have long-term
consequences, particularly for communities that already were disadvantaged by the
achievement or opportunity gap. Dorn et al. (2020) wrote that the school shutdowns
could exacerbate the existing gap and lead to higher rates of school dropout. Significant
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numbers of students did not log in to distance learning, and the rates differed greatly by
socioeconomic status and ethnicity, with approximately 60% of low-income students
logging in compared to nearly 90% of high-income students, and 60-70% logins from
schools that serve predominately Black and Latinx students (Dorn et al., 2020). Reports
showed that Black, Latinx and Native American students had less access to reliable
internet and computer devices, as well as parents that were less available to assist at home
(Winter, 2020). Traditional schooling not only provides in-person instruction but also
relationships with other supportive adults and academic motivation. The long-term
effects of this learning loss may be significant. Some creative solutions to address this
possibility are to increase access to summer learning, having volunteer tutors to help
children from falling behind, and to improve the effectiveness of distance education
(Dorn et al., 2020).
Racial Disparity of the Impact from COVID-19
United States Representative Frederica Wilson said, “Many of us have heard the
saying, ‘When America gets a cold, Black America gets pneumonia.’ That happens to
Black America when America has a pandemic too” (Winter, 2020, p. 3). According to
Coyne et al., (2020), the COVID-19 pandemic has led to more than 17 million job losses
and an unemployment rate of 13%. While these are staggering numbers, the impact of
the risk of illness from COVID-19 and the financial impact disproportionally impact
communities of color (Coyne et al., 2020). Liu and Modir (2020) discussed how Asian
communities had experienced discrimination at a higher rate since the pandemic
originated in China. The mortality rate for Black Americans is higher than any other
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ethnic group and account for one-third of the deaths, but only 13% of the total U.S.
population. Undocumented immigrants have an increased financial challenge since they
do not receive any government aid through stimulus checks. When working with the
mental health needs of minorities that have been disproportionally impacted by the
pandemic, the authors recommended focusing on the strengths of the individual in the
context of their culture, acknowledge the racism and their ability to cope, and
encouraging connections through their social support. “This pandemic presents us with an
opportunity to respond differently toward racial trauma by focusing on healing what
damage has already been done, and also changing and enhancing our work in ways that
will build our communities’ resilience for the future” (Liu & Modir, 2020, p. 441).
The United States Centers for Disease Control wrote that health and social
inequities have an impact on the increased risk factors for people of color to become ill or
die from COVID-19. The factors they included that can increase the risk were
discrimination, healthcare access and utilization, occupations, education, income and
wealth gaps, and housing (Centers for Disease Control, 2020). In a CDC study reported
in The Washington Times, they found that Hispanic children are eight times and Black
children are five times more likely to be hospitalized with COVID-19 than White
children (Janes, 2020). Another study of children tested for SARS-CoV-2 showed that
there were disproportionately higher infection rates for minority and socioeconomically
disadvantaged youth (Goyal et al., 2020). The authors hypothesized that minorities have
a higher representation in essential employment with a higher risk for infection, are more
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likely to live in multigenerational housing, as well as other structural and societal issues
of discrimination (Goyal et al., 2020).
Parental Stress from the COVID-19 Pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed life in dramatic ways in a short timeframe.
When previous ways of living no longer work in our new environment, evolutionary
psychologists call this “evolutionary mismatch” (Coyne et al., 2020). Coyne et al. (2020)
discussed parental stress during the stay-at-home order from the COVID-19 pandemic.
Parents who were essential workers had stress from the risk of infection from work and
taking the virus to their homes. Assisting children with distance learning while working
was an additional stressor for parents. Some also had to care for elderly parents or
children with special needs. “In sum, parents in the United States and beyond are
experiencing a collision of roles- parent, partner, employee, business owner, employer,
sibling, caretaker, friend, child, teacher, and so on. They may be faced with fear and
uncertainty about the future and how to keep their families safe, while managing this
collision of roles, responsibilities and expectations. Many families are distancing not only
from other people but also from everything that is familiar” (Coyne et al., 2020, p.1-2).
The authors encouraged support for the parents to better ensure their children can be
cared for during this time of crisis. They used the analogy of an airplane emergency and
putting on their oxygen mask first before they can keep their child safe.
The stress of the changes from the pandemic is challenging for all families but has
serious risks for children that are at risk for abuse (Cluver, Lachman, Sherr, Wessels,
Krug, Rakotomalala, et al., 2020). School closures have been correlated with an

18

increased risk of violence against children. The authors recommended increased access
to support for parents during this time and to make sure resources are available to all of
those that could benefit (Cluver et al., 2020).
Coping strategies for parents. Coyne et al. (2020) created suggestions for
parental mental health included being mindful and aware of the present moment.
Focusing on the here and now, instead of worrying about the future or things one cannot
control, can help bring a sense of meaning and thoughts of things for which to be
grateful. They encouraged acceptance of the stressors; it is okay not to be okay. The
authors discussed strengthening self-compassion and treating oneself with kindness.
“Self-compassion builds resilience and is a strong positive predictor of quality of life and
overall psychological health” (Coyne et al., 2020, p. 5).
Examples of parental life during the stay-at-home orders. A collective of
people in academia around the world published an assortment of essays, photos, and
poems about their experience during the beginning of quarantine (Plotnikof, Bramming,
Branicki, Christiansen, Henley, Kivinen, de Lima, Kostera, Mandalaki, O’Shea,
Özkazanç-Pan, Pullen, Stewart, Ybema, van Amsterdam, 2020). Working while
supporting distance learning was a challenge that several shared. “I had all good
intentions. We had a schedule posted which detailed the lesson plan for the morning.
Afternoon was to be free play in the garden like they do at school. Did that go well? No
it did not” (Plotnikof et al., 2020, p. 8). Another writer wrote of the frustration of being
responsible for all of the distance learning even though her husband was also working
from home. “In many ways, it is as if I work all the time and none of the time as our
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living-working-caring spaces collapse and conflate” (Plotnikof et al., 2020, p. 10). This
spoke to the evolutionary mismatch mentioned by Coyne et al. (2020). She continued to
say, “Living on/offline as co-worker, parent and partner, all the time in the same space, I
both feel a distance and nearness to everyone and everything at once” (p.10). The article
was a snapshot in time to memorialize the shared experience of living during the COVID19 pandemic, and it demonstrated the difficultly that many had in balancing the demands
of work and home life.
Parental role in distance learning. The rapid shift to distance learning made
education a challenge for teachers, parents and students. Black, Ferdig, and Thompson
(2020) wrote that “most parents, schools, and teachers were unprepared and untrained to
handle the complexities inherent to educating as well as the demands of the technology
needed to support these efforts. Although teachers deserve high praise for their rapid
response, the educational outcomes were unsatisfying, families were burdened, and most
are hesitant to repeat the same format” (Black et al., 2020, p. 2). The authors
recommended exploring school options, including virtual schooling for the 2020-2021
school year as the pandemic continues. Parents should consider the abilities of their
children to manage online education, and the qualities of the educational options when
making educational decisions (Black et al., 2020).
Mothers’ experiences. Mothering during the COVID-19 pandemic has also been
stressful for those who have resources to help. United States Senator Tammy Duckworth
of Illinois wrote an article for Time magazine and discussed the guilt, worry, fear and
exhaustion that she felt as she worked from home and tried to support her children in
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distance learning (Duckworth, 2020). “American moms are running on empty. Every
morning, we wake up feeling guilty that we’re not doing enough. Every night, we go to
sleep terrified that we’re failing” (Duckworth, 2020, p.1). She acknowledged her
privilege and discussed the worry she has for those without the help that she is able to
afford. The Senator used her experience to argue for affordable childcare and paid sick
leave so parents can stay home when they need to (Duckworth, 2020).
Research has repeatedly demonstrated that women perform more of the
housework and childcare than men in heterosexual households. In dually employed
households, women spend, on average, 37% more time on household and childcare than
men. This division is even larger in Black and Latinx households, where women spend
approximately twice as long on household chores and childcare than men (Shaw, Mason,
Lacarte, & Jauregui (2020).
Moms carry the burden. In opposite-sex couples, it is mothers who do the
majority of the domestic chores and child-related planning, even when both
parents work and the woman is the breadwinner. It is moms who tend to be
responsible for the health of their families – the sick days, the doctor’s
appointments, the worrying about germs – as well as the caring for older
relatives. Moms remain the vast majority of single parents in this country, some
of whom have had to choose in this pandemic between leaving young children at
home alone or risking their jobs (Bennett, 2021, p. 5).
This imbalance in the delegation of time has continued during the pandemic,
according to researchers from the University College London’s Institute of Education.
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Women have seen a higher significant reduction in paid work hours than men and
compared to fathers, are engaging in the caretaking of children 2.3 hours more and
housework 1.7 hours more each day (Andrew, A., Cattan, S., Costa Dias, M.,
Farquharson, C., Kraftman, L., Krutikova, S., Phimister, A., & Sevilla, A., 2020). The
Guardian reported that women also spend more than twice as much time supporting
distance learning as men, five hours for women versus two hours for men (Adams, 2020).
“With schools out, child care centers closed and stay-home-orders in effect across the
country, the caretaking demands placed upon mothers have increased significantly during
the pandemic, forcing many working mothers into a near impossible position: take care of
their children or risk losing their job” (Shaw et al., 2020, p. 3).
Children with special education services. Distance learning during the
pandemic was especially challenging for those who had children with disabilities.
Cahapay (2020a) interviewed families that were homeschooling children with autism and
found several themes. Some of the themes were that having more people involved in
educating the child(ren), the better, and staying connected to other families and
encouraging each other was helpful (Cahapay, 2020a). These are themes that could likely
be helpful for all families experiencing distance learning during the pandemic.
Approximately 14% of students in the United States receive special education services,
and approximately 1% of children have complex medical conditions that receive service
through public schools (Dooley, Simpson, & Beers, 2020). Schools typically provide
these services, and the pandemic has made access to these services an additional
challenge. “While a virtual learning option may be safest with respect to COVID-19, it

22

may be very inequitable with respect to access to education and quality of online
instruction and may further string families who depend on critical services provided
through schools” (Dooley et al., 2020, p. 4).
Childcare availability. When childcare is available, care can be a substantial
cost to parents. A Child Care Aware report indicated that childcare costs approximately
11% of married couples’ income and 36% of single parents’ income (Modestino, 2020).
Childcare is either the category of the highest proportion of a family’s budget or the
second-highest item, depending on where in the United States the family is located (Child
Care Aware of America, 2019). Infant care is the most expensive. For example, childcare
costs, on average, $15,000 per year for an infant in the United States (Workman &
Jessen-Howard, 2018). During the pandemic shut down, nearly one-half of childcare
centers closed. Those that continued to be open must meet reduced capacity for childstaff ratios, so it is concerning that this difficulty in profitability may lead to more to
close or costs may continue to rise (Modestino, 2020). With women often taking the
larger portion of childcare duties, not having access to childcare during the pandemic is a
greater risk for both the academic and career goals for women. “One out of four women
who reported becoming unemployed during the pandemic said it was due to a lack of
child care- twice the rate among men” (Modestino, 2020, p. 3). Lack of childcare leads to
the loss of the ability to work more often for women that are low income, without a
college degree and more likely to be women of color. This inability to work at the same
rate as men may impact the role of women in the workforce for years, and the effects
accumulate by impacting wages and promotions over time. Modestino (2020) wrote that
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the lack of options and childcare during the pandemic forced women to make the
impossible choice of keeping their jobs or taking care of their children. United States
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said, “We can’t get people back to work until we have
widespread access to safe, quality and affordable child care” (Stevens, 2020, p. 2).
Having to leave paid employment to care for children can have long-term financial
consequences and disproportionately affects women and people of color. Significant
improvements to the cost and availability of childcare are necessary for many to be able
to recover economically from the effects of the pandemic (Stevens, 2020).
Mental Health Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic
Brooks et al. (2020) reviewed the literature on the impact of quarantine and found
that most studies included in their review reported negative psychological impacts from
the experience of quarantine. Many people find quarantining exceedingly difficult and
struggle with the loss of connection to other people and the increased uncertainty over
many aspects of life. The symptoms included anger, post-traumatic stress symptoms, and
confusion. “Stressors included longer quarantine duration, infection fears, frustration,
boredom, inadequate supplies, inadequate information, financial loss and stigma”
(Brooks et al., 2020, p. 2). The authors recommended quarantining for no longer than
necessary to decrease the chance of long-term effects and to encourage those
quarantining to remember the benefit to others (Brooks et al., 2020).
The first nationwide survey in China of psychological distress was completed in
early 2020 (Qiu et al., 2020). Using a scale called the COVID-19 Peritraumatic Distress
Index, they found that nearly 35% of those surveyed reported experiencing psychological
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distress. Women had significantly higher scores than men, and those between ages 18
and 30, and over 60 had the highest CPDI scores. Among the recommendations from the
authors were that the groups with higher scores should receive special attention and that
psychological first aid, possibly through telemedicine, should be available during major
disasters (Qiu et al., 2020). A smaller survey study performed at a similar time in China
found an even higher incidence of psychological distress (Wang et al., 2020). Their
study found that nearly 54% of participants rated the psychological impact as moderate or
severe. One-third of all participants surveyed reported moderate to severe anxiety. Worry
about family contracting COVID-19 was common, with 75.2% reporting this concern.
Distress was also higher for females in this study. Accurate information and proactive
protection measures lowered psychological distress. Wang et al. (2020) recommended
using the data to create interventions to address mental health during the COVID-19
pandemic.
Öğütlü (2020) wrote of the psychological impact of the pandemic and emphasized
that the pandemic can also significantly impact children. The author recommended that
mental health workers should give special attention to the fear and behaviors of children,
and that mental health services should be a priority as they continue to be necessary from
the effects of the pandemic. “With the advent of globalization, not only has COVID-19
spread faster than all previous diseases, but COVID-19 anxiety has also infected the
mental state of populations all over the world” (Öğütlü 2020, p. 3).
In early studies of the psychological effect of COVID-19 in China, researchers
found that children and adolescents may be more vulnerable to adverse impacts like
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anxiety, depression, and stress. Zhou (2020) suggested that psychological services be
designed to include social, school and family systems so that their support addresses the
different influences of stress and resources. This approach also included addressing the
mental health needs of the parents and family, which in turn supports the improvement of
the entire family functioning (Zhou, 2020).
Rajkumar (2020) summarized several early studies on the mental health impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic and found anxiety to be the most common mental health
concern reported. He found that being female and a student was related to higher rates of
anxiety and depression (Rajkumar, 2020).
A study of residents of Italy during the early stages of their COVID-19 outbreak
found that 38% were experiencing psychological distress (Moccia et al., 2020). Similarly
to the early studies in China, women had higher rates of negative psychological
functioning. The authors studied attachment styles and temperament to see if differences
impacted one’s feelings of distress. They found that securely attached individuals had
lower psychological distress rates and depressive temperaments were more likely to
experience psychological distress during the pandemic (Moccia et al., 2020).
Cao et al. (2020) surveyed 7143 college students in China using the Generalized
Anxiety Disorder Scale. The authors found that 24.9% of college students reported
experiencing anxiety due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Unlike previous studies, they did
not find a significant gender difference. Protective factors for college students’ anxiety
were living in a more urban area, living with parents, and having steady financial support.
Social support was also negatively correlated with anxiety. The students had a higher risk
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of anxiety if they knew someone with COVID-19 or felt at risk for the virus themselves.
Academic delays and anxiety were positively correlated. Cao et al. (2020) recommended
that “government and schools should collaborate to resolve this problem in order to
provide high-quality, timely crisis-oriented psychological services to college students”
(p.4).
Mental health impact from the COVID-19 pandemic on college students.
Active Minds is a student organization that focuses on the mental health of young adults.
They surveyed 2086 college students in April 2020 and found that 80% of college
students reported that their mental health was negatively impacted by COVID-19, and
20% said their mental health had significantly worsened. The students endorsed stress or
anxiety as the most common way their lives had been impacted. Adjusting to time at
home was difficult for most students, with 76% reporting having trouble with a routine,
73% having trouble exercising and 63% having difficultly staying socially connected.
Completing schoolwork at home with distractions was difficult for 85% of respondents.
The students surveyed suggested the most helpful things for school leaders to do, which
included
1. Increased academic support: Leniency, accommodations, and flexibility,
2. More mental health resources: increased investment in counseling and coping
resources,
3. Focus on soft skills: Empathy, compassion, communication, understanding, and
validation for the burdens students are experiencing,
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4. More opportunities for social connection: Replace canceled events, services,
and classes with virtual ones,
5. Engage in long term planning: Colleges need to be prepared to help students
heal and recover when they return and put in place improved practices and
protocols to more easily pivot to remote learning in case of another similar crisis
(COVID-19 impact on college student mental health, 2020).
In a position statement, Active Minds suggested that students may have stress when
returning to campus, and that mental health support should be available for this transition.
They included a list of twelve recommendations for colleges to consider when supporting
college students during the pandemic.
1. Maintain telehealth services and widely promote them.
2. Include student leaders on cross campus COVID-19 Response Task
Forces.
3. Avoid reducing mental health budgets or staffing.
4. Adapt and innovate mental health services.
5. Develop a clear, comprehensive communications plan that addresses
student concerns, particularly academic and mental health needs.
6. Embed courses with well-being practices.
7. Support staff and faculty well-being.
8. Informed decision-making through assessments.
9. Commit to providing equal opportunities for health.
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10. Support student driven programming an maintain opportunities for
social connection.
11. Establish a sense of routine and develop a plan in case of another
outbreak.
12. Invest in a comprehensive, public health approach to mental health
(Recommendations for prioritizing student mental health and campuswide healing and recovery during COVID-19, 2020, p. 2-5).
Cohen, Hoyt & Dull (2020) surveyed 725 full-time college students from the
United States in April 2020 during the early weeks of stay-at-home orders. They found
that more than one-third of their sample endorsed feeling anxiety about COVID-19 that
made it difficult to pay attention to other things. They also expressed more concern about
the impact of COVID-19’s health impacts on their families and American society than for
themselves. However, their concern about educational impacts from the COVID-19
pandemic was the opposite. The students in the sample were “much more concerned
about COVID-19’s educational implications for themselves than for their families…”
(Cohen et al., 2020, p. 5).
Regehr and Goel (2020) wrote about the transition the University of Toronto
encountered in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors noted that this change
was unprecedented and was a change compared to global events last seen during World
War II or the Spanish Flu of 1919. They discussed the changes in how the university
functions and acknowledged the challenge of those working while attempting to support
their children in distance learning (Regehr & Goel, 2020).
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Some college students found themselves stranded in their college location when
they were unable to travel to their families of origin for quarantine. Cahapay (2020b)
performed a phenomenological study and interviewed stranded students to gain a better
understanding of their unique lived experiences. He found three themes between the
students. The first was “Riding through an ‘emotional rollercoaster’” (p. 599). The
students initially did not seem to mind and were busy with school, but as time went on,
anxiety, uncertainty, frustration and sadness occurred. The second theme was
“Embracing a ‘new normal,’” which meant changing routines, learning new ways to cope
and developing new skills (p.600). The third theme was “Undergoing a ‘growth under
pressure,’” which were signs of resilience and more positive interpretations of the
difficult situation (p.600). As time went on, students began to understand their role in the
quarantine better, valued their families and were proactive with their emotional response.
Cahapay wrote that understanding the lived experiences of this vulnerable group could
help to improve their conditions in a time of crisis (Cahapay, 2020b).
Hartocollis (2020) wrote in The New York Times about college students feeling
lost in their new experience finishing classes from home due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Students were no longer able to easily access each other for support, help, or friendship.
Some students felt a loss of privacy in their family homes. A student collected
testimonials from friends that included, “The things that have gotten me through the
roughest times in college have been the community, my friends and roommates. I have
lost that support network” and “…I don’t think I can do this much more. I have no
motivation, and I can’t work this hard for much longer” (Hartocollis, 2020, p.2).
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Resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic. Resilience is a healthy and positive
response to a stressful event. “As one of many possible outcomes to life challenges,
resilience refers to a stable trajectory of mental health despite exposure to a serious
stressor” (Chen & Bonanno, 2020, p. S51). Studies of the mental health impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic have shown depression and anxiety symptoms but few have
included factors that promote resilience. Optimism, social support, information,
distraction, and staying connecting have demonstrated to be important aspects of
resilience. Families and communities can also influence resilience during a difficult time.
The authors emphasized the importance of flexibility during stress so that one can change
a strategy based on need. “Despite the serious nature of the pandemic, most individuals
are likely to be resilient” (Chen & Bonanno, 2020, p. S53). This is a hopeful statement in
a time of great uncertainty. The Cornell Chronicle published an article with examples of
students’ creative ways to demonstrate elements of resilience like those mentioned by
Chen and Bonanno (2020). During the stay-at-home order, students reported translating
health information about COVID-19 into languages to make it more accessible for the
community, creating art, staying active and working on academic projects. A student
said, “When changes like this happen, rather than being frustrated, we should look at it as
an opportunity for growth in a new way” (Kelley, 2020, p. 3).
Vinkers, van Amelsvoort, Bisson, Branchi, Cryan, Domschke, Howes, Manchia,
Pinto, de Quervain, Schmidt, and van der Wee (2020) wrote about the importance of
resilience at the beginning of the COVID-19. “Resilience is pivotal to cope with stress
and vital to stay in balance” (Vinkers et al., 2020, p. 13). The authors noted that stress is a
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normal response to the stressors that are occurring because of the pandemic. They
recommended using known coping skills to improve resilience, such as promoting social
connectedness, having a routine and encouraging self-care. Other recommendations were
taking media breaks, making time to exercise, paying attention to nutritional choices and
focusing on what one can control. Although these are recommendations that have
worked for many people, some may still need additional support from mental health
professionals. Societies can also act in resilient ways. Examples of societal resilience are
efforts to increase access to information and improving educational and health
infrastructure (Vinkers et al., 2020.)
Self-care. In addition to acting in ways that demonstrate resilience, there are
benefits to engaging in self-care strategies that can increase feelings of well-being.
Lades, Laffan, Daly and Delaney (2020) surveyed 604 people in Ireland to see how they
spent their time using the Day Reconstruction Method, similar to a daily diary recording.
They also had to record their positive or negative affect using items the researchers
chose. Most of the time was spent at home and with people in their household as
expected during this time. The most frequent activities were eating, watching
TV/streaming, and working or studying. As supported by other research, they found that
physical activity and being outdoors had the highest positive affect. Being with children
had a high positive affect, but supporting distance learning demonstrated the opposite
result. Social media use and information about COVID-19 was associated with negative
affect, so the researchers suggested ways to moderate media consumption. Surprisingly
they found interactions with one’s spouse to also be a negative emotional experience, but
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they hypothesized it could have to do with changes in routines and lifestyles with the new
experience at home. “The current study also highlights the value in monitoring people’s
daily emotional well-being during the pandemic to understand how people are faring and
to inform actions that may promote well-being and enhance the sustainability of selfisolation measures” (Lades et al., 2020, p.8).
A researcher in academia wrote a personal essay about his mental health
challenges with helpful suggestions for self-care. When Maestre (2020) found himself
struggling with anxiety symptoms during the time at home during the COVID-19
pandemic, he made changes to his life to improve his quality of mental health. He set up
a schedule with a routine, postponed non-essential work, reduced his exposure to news,
increased his exercise, and engaged in mindfulness and positive thinking. He also
encouraged others to ask for help if needed and to focus on what one can control
(Maestre, 2020).
Student-Parent Experience in Higher Education
Demographics of student-parents. The estimate of the number of college
student-parents is significant and accounts for 22% of all college students. (Cruse et al.,
2019a; Field, 2017; Green & Robeson, 2020; Wladis et al., 2018). Within the studentparent population, 70% or 2.7 million are female or student-mothers (Cruse et al., 2019a).
Of the total number of student-parents in higher education, community college accounts
for 42% of the enrollment (Cruse et al., 2019a). An estimated 55% of student-parents are
single parents, and most of those are women and women of color (Wladis et al., 2018).
Single mothers account for approximately 10% of all undergraduates in the U.S. or 1.7
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million students (Cruse, Milli, Contreras-Mendez, Holtzman, Gault, 2019b). Almost onehalf of all Black women undergraduate students are mothers, and one-third of firstgeneration college students are student-parents. Most student-parents (80%) have one or
two children, and 53% have a child pre-school age or younger (Cruse et al., 2019a;
Cruse, Mendez, Holtzman, 2020b).
Student-parents are not a visible student group, so creating programs to increase
the success of this student population and being aware of a student-parents’ needs can be
difficult. We know that this is a group of students that is a significant proportion of the
student population, and the programs and policies to support them are important (Brown
& Nichols, 2012). Student-parents have unique challenges in balancing their roles as
students, parents, and often employees. They often struggle with finances and
employment, difficulty balancing the multiple demands on time, challenges with
available and affordable housing and childcare, and a lack of clear institutional policies
and support (Brown & Nichols, 2012; Clery & Harmon, 2012; Goldrick-Rab, et al., 2011;
Green & Robeson, 2020; Roy et al., 2018). During the COVID-19 pandemic, these
student-parent needs will be even more significant as they balance these roles in a global
crisis.
Non-traditional students. Institutions of higher education often discuss how they
can support students that are considered non-traditional but are not specifically
addressing the needs of student-parents. Non-traditional students can be defined on a “7point characteristic scale: (a) Being older than the typical student (18-24), (b) attending
school part-time, (c) working full-time, (d) being independent, (e) having dependents, (f)
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being a single parent and/or (g) having a GED or high school completion certificate”
(Brown & Nichols, 2012, p.501). Most research on pregnant and parenting students and
education focuses on the teenage years during high school education, so there is much to
be learned about the undergraduate experience of this non-traditional student population
that comprises nearly one-quarter of all students (Roy, Bradecich, Dayne, & Luna, 2018).
Federal protection under Title IX. Title IX was passed to give equal
opportunities in education for women. Title IX is a federal law that protects pregnant and
parenting students from discrimination. This law protects students’ rights for pregnancyrelated issues and leave for childbirth (Nichols, Biederman, & Gringle, 2017). There are
clear rules and guidelines for what Title IX is expected to protect, but accountability is
challenging. This lack of accountability can lead to violations of the rules, and there are
few repercussions for the institutions. Fershee (2009) wrote that until the 1970s, schools
often expelled students from school for being pregnant. Title IX was written to address
these gender inequities and guarantee the right to education for all students. Title IX
indicates “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from
participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any
education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance” (Fershee, 2009, p.
83). Title IX applies to higher education by giving pregnant and parenting students
protection to have the same access to college as any other student. Brown and Nichols
(2012) recommended following the NCAA guidelines based on Title IX rules to help
create consistent policies for post-partum leave for student-parents in higher education
and ensure that all faculty, staff and administrators consistently follow these policies.
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There is a need for guidelines that are clear and legally accurate, based on the laws
written in Title IX, so students and faculty know what accommodations are available and
beneficial for the success of the student-parent (Anthony, 2011).
Examples of Student-Parent Support Before the COVID-19 Pandemic
Rarely do colleges specifically support their student-parents, even when it is in
the best interest of the institution to do so. “Few universities directly address the needs
and experiences of parenting students even though doing so may result in beneficial
outcomes for universities including: lower attrition rates, higher enrollment rates, higher
retention rates, and increased revenue” (Nichols et al., 2017, p. 69). In a study of 259
student-parents from 147 two-year and four-year institutions, 40% said that they felt
isolated on campus as a student-parent, more than 33% reported that there were no
family-friendly features on their campus, and 20% reported feeling unwelcome on
campus (Generation Hope, 2020). While many student-parents do not have institutional
support on campus, there is broad agreement on what kinds of things could help them be
successful. In a focus group of student-parents discussed in Matus-Grossman et al.
(2002), the student-parents reported that reliable childcare, personal support from people
both within and outside of the college, and employers that were accommodating helped
the students to enroll, remain and complete their college goals (Matus-Grossman et al.,
2002).
Endicott College not only supports student-parents but also invests in their
success. Field (2017) wrote about the wrap-around services called “Keys to Degrees”
created by Endicott College to support college student-parents. The program provided
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subsidized childcare, a $25,000 scholarship, free parking, two dorm rooms for the price
of one, and kids eat free in the dining hall! This cost the school $500,000 per year, but
they felt the investment was worth it because of their high graduation rates for studentparents. Their completion rate was 68% compared to nationwide a graduation rate of
17%. “If college presidents are, in fact, ignoring student parents, it may be because they
have no idea how many of them they have in their classes. Few colleges ask applications
if they have children, and the federal government doesn’t publish institution-level
statistics” (Field, 2017, p.1)
Other successful examples of supportive programs include the University of
Wisconsin-Milwaukee’s childcare program, St. Catherine University’s Access and
Success program and Monroe Community College’s childcare center. In the University
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee’s childcare program, the student-parents enrolled had an 84%
graduation rate (Wladis et al., 2018). St. Catherine University’s Access and Success
program in St. Paul, MN, served on average, 500 student-parents per year and nearly
2000 children. They provided support from social workers that have regular gatherings
to increase connections within their community and to the university, help find childcare
with grant assistance, family housing, emergency housing and child-friendly study
spaces. Their graduation rate was 71% for their program members (St. Catherine
University, 2017). At Monroe Community College, students were more likely to
continue their education if they used their campus childcare and were approximately
three times more likely to graduate or transfer than those students that did not (Eckerson
et al., 2016).

37

Another route to supporting student-parents on campus is to create a familyfriendly study space (Petit, 2014). Portland State University’s library and child
development center on campus worked together to convert a storage room into a more
welcoming place for their student-parents to learn and study while allowing their children
to play. This school estimates that 21.5% of students have children at their institution
(Petit, 2014).
Although these programs have high success rates, the financial cost to the college
is high, and many schools that have tried to replicate the programs have had to
discontinue the support for student-parents because of the cost. Marklein (2010) wrote of
a successful program for single parents in Vermont, but the program faced financial
challenges with the funding cut in half. The director was not optimistic about increased
support and reported not seeing “a growing interest in supporting student parents”
(Marklein, 2010, p. 3). Creative solutions to support student-parents that have low costs
or demonstrate a financial return are necessary to retain this student population.
A nonprofit called Generation Hope supports student-parents in their journey in
higher education. A partner of their nonprofit said, “When student parents rise we all
thrive…Student parents are incredibly determined to thrive, but our current system is
limiting. Acknowledging their existence and understanding their needs is a great first step
to eliminating the barriers to their success. Supporting student parent postsecondary
success will have ripple effects and returns for themselves, their children, and society”
(Generation Hope, 2020, p. 5).
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Based on their work and surveys, Generation Hope has created these
recommendations to improve the experience of student-parents on campus.
•

Collecting and tracking the parenting status of your students. Few institutions
collect data on how many students are parents.

•

Applying a parenting student lens to your campus Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
(DEI) work.

•

Designating a staff position to champion the needs of parenting students across
your institution.

•

Prioritizing the creation of family-friendly policies and ensuring they are clearly
communicated to students.

•

Identifying ways to better include parenting students in campus life.

•

Incorporating student parent needs in your government relations work
(Generation Hope, 2020, p. 4-5).

Challenges for Student-Parents
Financial challenges of student-parents. Financial insecurity was a common
concern for student-parents before the COVID-19 pandemic. Student-parents were more
likely to be low-income (Green & Robeson, 2020), and approximately 90% of single
mothers have incomes at or near the federal poverty line (Cruse et al., 2019b). About
50% of student-parents were also employed while attending college (Wladis et al., 2018).
The percentage of student-parents that continue to work during the pandemic is unknown.
Financial challenges are a significant barrier to success for student-parents. In a
study by Kensinger and Minnick (2018), the authors interviewed mothers in college to
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look for the themes of risks and protective factors. A lack of financial support was the
most considerable challenge for student-parents. This risk was intertwined with the lack
of childcare since the cost of childcare was part of the issue (Kensinger & Minnick,
2018). Childcare is one of the biggest financial concerns for student-parents. Childcare
is costly, and center-based infant care is equivalent to one-fourth of the state median
income in Minnesota, and nationwide more than 40% of the median income for Black
families with children (Stevens, 2020). Not only is childcare a financial burden, but it
can also be challenging to find.
College is increasingly expensive and cost-prohibitive for many students.
Between 1989 and 2016, college costs have increased nearly eight times the rate that
wages have increased. The average tuition at a two-year institution with in-state tuition is
$3,730, and the average at a four-year institution with in-state tuition is $10,440.
(Bustamante, 2019). The cost of attendance (COA) is calculated from the expected cost
of attending college. The current way financial aid packages are calculated does not
include costs for caring for children. The financial aid benefit packages are calculated
from prior years’ incomes, including working, so if a student-parent is planning to
decrease employment, the real income during school is not used in the calculation
(Monaghan, 2017). The living expenses calculated in the COA should include their
dependent children to fairly allocate additional aid to decrease the amount of time a
student-parent may have to spend working to supplement their income (Wladis et al.,
2018).
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Compared to students without children, student-parents take on more student debt
trying to pay for the rising costs of college. They borrow more than students without
children because of higher family responsibilities and other reasons like being more
likely to be enrolled in expensive for-profit institutions. Estimates from 2015-2016 were
that student-parents had 2.5 times more debt than students without children (Cruse et al.,
2019a). Single mothers and Black student-parents borrow even more than the average of
student-parents overall and are likely disproportionally impacted by the financial
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic (Cruse et al., 2019b; Cruse, 2020a).
Childcare. The challenge of available and affordable childcare is very
discouraging for many student-parents. In a study by Roy et al. (2018), the authors found
through focus groups with student-parents that childcare was the most critical resource
that was a challenge to their success. This was a concern before the pandemic that has
become more challenging due to the closures.
The population of student-parents is significant at most public schools, but fewer
than one-half of all colleges have on-campus childcare, and the number is shrinking
(Field, 2017; Green & Robeson, 2020). “Carlson (2015) reported that child care is one of
the most important services on campus for student parents and without child care other
campus services may not be useful” (Carlson, 2015, as cited in Lindsay & Gillum, 2018,
p. 190). Even though the demand for on-campus childcare is high, with one report finding
a waitlist in 95% of childcare centers with lists of an average of 82 children, the centers
are closing across the country (Eckerson et al., 2016). Waitlists are also challenging for
student-parents with unplanned pregnancies and could influence them to leave school
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(Kensinger & Minnick, 2018). Governmental support for on-campus childcare has been
decreasing as the number of student-parents has increased, and these centers only meet
approximately 5% of the demand for care (Wladis, 2018).
Because of the closures that have occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, there
was concern that even more childcare centers on college campuses may close (Green &
Robeson, 2020). “Open-access colleges should provide flexible, affordable, high-quality
childcare to students, and states and localities should fund them to do so” (Monaghan,
2017, p. 21). Research with student-parents has demonstrated that childcare is the most
critical support service for student-parents’ success, and childcare on campus has many
benefits like convenience, connections with other student-parents, and a schedule aligned
with the college (Green & Robeson, 2020).
Institutional barriers. Auguste, Packard, and Keep (2018) studied the
experiences of advising for non-traditional students, including student-parents. They
found that three-fourths of the participants had received comments that were insensitive
and implied low expectations. Their study recommended that advisors use their role to
learn more about what benefits this population for referrals, buffer negative messages and
proactively guide and advocate for all non-traditional students, including student-parents
(Auguste et al., 2018).
In a qualitative study by Nichols et al. (2017), a theme that emerged was a lack of
institutional-wide policies that were supportive of student-parents. Some participants
acknowledged support from specific faculty, but worried that this support would not
translate to other members of the faculty and staff. Some students were also
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uncomfortable disclosing personal information about pregnancy or parenting to their
faculty. A lack of policies and support created a challenge for student-parents and the
faculty and staff at the institution (Nichols et al., 2017). Roy et al. (2018) also found a
lack of faculty consistency. The participants suggested that faculty be trained in issues
related to student-parents, and clarity added to campus-wide policies (Roy et al., 2018).
Time poverty. Balancing time as a student-parent is difficult. Wladis et al.
(2018) referred to this challenge of balancing time for student-parents as time poverty.
The higher rate of dropout for student-parents, while having higher GPAs than nonstudent-parent peers, is likely due to the difficulty in balancing the time that parenthood
and education requires. Most single student-mothers reported spending more than 30
hours per week caring for their children (Krurelis, Cruse, Gault, 2017) and a study of
CUNY student-parents found that student-parents reported spending 45 hours per week
on childcare and about 12 hours per week on other things related to their children (Wladis
et al., 2018). Forty-three percent of female student-parents in two-year colleges report
that they are likely or very likely to drop out because of childcare demands (Krurelis,
Cruse, Gault, 2017). “We found that students with preschool-aged children had only
about 10 hours per day left over-after paid work, housework and child care- to fit in
sleeping, eating, leisure activities and school work. Compare that to students with no
children, who had roughly 21 hours for the same tasks” (Wladis, 2018, p.3). Studentparent time to complete schoolwork was also less quality time, either because of
distractions or because of the time it occurs, like late at night (Wladis et al., 2018).
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Student-parents with younger children have demonstrated lower levels of
motivation and difficulty reaching goals than student-parents with older children, likely
because of the more intensive parenting needs for younger children (Lovell, 2014).
Cruse (2020b) reported that 53% of student-parents have children under the age of six. In
Wladis et al., (2018) study on time poverty, they found that student-parents with children
under six spent significantly more time on childcare and other non-discretionary tasks
like housework and employment (86 more hours per week than students without young
children.) They controlled for demographic characteristics and found that the difference
in time was explained almost exclusively by childcare. They also had less quality of time
to devote to their studies, likely due to lack of sleep, lack of uninterrupted, quiet time and
increased stress. The authors concluded that the lack of available, affordable, and
appropriate childcare was likely a significant factor impacting the success of studentparents (Wladis et al., 2018). A study using the data from the American Time Use Survey
found that compared to student peers without dependents, student-parents spent less time
on homework outside of class and more time on employment (Crispin & Nikolaou,
2019). This data supports the idea that student-parents have less time for school activities
and have greater financial demands that require more employment.
A study of female student-parents in Iran found that the time management aspect
of student-parenting was challenging and required additional planning (Moghadam,
Khiaban, Esmaeili, & Salsali, 2017). Although the culture is quite different from the
United States, many of the themes from the interviews were similar. In addition to the
challenge in balancing the many roles expected of them, the women in the study reported
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benefits from support from others in their lives, encountering barriers like finances and
inflexibility from the institution, and stress from the competing demands (Moghadam, et
al., 2017).
The challenge in balancing time impacts the mental health of student-parents. In
a study that looked at time diaries and wellbeing data, the researchers found that the time
constraints of going to college made spending time with children, employment and selfcare difficult. These mothers reported lower rates of happiness and higher rates of
fatigue than mothers that were not attending college (Augustine, Prickett, & Negraia,
2018).
Employment. Wladis et al. (2018) reported that approximately 50% of all
student-parents are also employed, and Cruse et al. (2020a) added that of those studentparents that are low income, approximately 60% of those students work. Of those
students that work, 52% earn between $10 and $19 an hour and 20% earn less than $10
an hour. An estimated 36% of all working student-parents and 45% of working studentmothers do not have paid sick leave from their jobs. Working without paid sick leave is
especially a challenge during the COVID-19 pandemic (Cruse et al., 2020a).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the employment that has continued outside of
the home has been for essential industries. Women are 70% of the student-parents, as
well as the majority of the employees deemed essential. There is no specific data on
student-parents employed in health care, but of mothers in college, 38% are studying
health care (Cruse et al., 2020b). Many student-parents are likely faced with significant
challenges of high-stress work environments with low pay and little to no access to
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childcare. This combination can lead to dropping out of school, and Cruse et al. (2020b)
reported that student-parents might be disproportionately represented in those that decide
they cannot afford to continue their education due to the circumstances. This would be a
loss for those students, their children and our economy.
Mental health concerns for student-parents. Shenoy, Lee, and Trieu (2016)
compared mental health concerns for student-parents versus other community college
students. They found that of the 12 traumatic issues surveyed, five were statistically
significant, meaning that student-parents were significantly more likely to have
experienced the death of a family member or friend, family problems, finances, intimate
relationships and sleep difficulties. They also had close to twice the suicide attempts of
the other students. The authors recommended screening student-parents for mental health
and financial stress and creating a support group either in person or online (Shenoy et al.,
2016).
Graduation rates of student-parents. Unfortunately, the challenge in balancing
the many demands of a student-parent can be so great that finishing a college degree is
unattainable for many student-parents. In a survey of adults over 25, about one-half of the
respondents expressed wanting to obtain more education, but many felt they would not be
able to because of the difficulty of balancing school, family and work. Degree
competition is lower for student-parents than the average student graduation rate.
Approximately 37% of non-parenting students will leave higher education compared to
about 60% of those that are parenting (Brown & Nichols, 2012).
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Student-parents have a higher GPA on average than students without children, but
they are ten times less likely to graduate with a bachelor’s degree within five years than
their non-parent student peers (Study International, 2019). In a study of continuation to
the second term and second year, both rates were 8% lower for student-parents than their
peers without children (Clery & Harmon, 2012). Fifty-two percent of student-parents
dropout in six years compared to 32% of non-parent students (Wladis et al., 2018). In
one study, less than 10% of student-parents graduated with a bachelor’s degree within six
years of beginning college (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2011). Another study cited had slightly
better statistics, with 33% of student-parents finishing their degree within six years
(Sykes, Reichlin, & Gault, 2016). The rates have shown to be even lower when separated
by gender. Only 8% of single mothers graduate within six years, compared to about 50%
of women in college that are not mothers (Cruse et al., 2019b). Approximately 10% of
those that leave community college, leave due to unplanned births (Prentice, Stovin &
Robinson, 2012).
Before the COVID-19 pandemic began, this population of students was at high
risk for not completing their degree and now may be at even higher risk. While studentparents face many challenges in completing their college degree, they are often highly
motivated and resilient in their effort to reach their goals for both themselves and to
benefit their children (Cruse, Mendez, & Holtzman, 2020a). All college students have
been faced with a significant, stressful change during the COVID-19 pandemic, but
student-parents have unique challenges that deserve research to understand their
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experience better and determine what both schools and communities can do to help
support this population.
Assets to Attending College as a Student-Parent
Motivation. A qualitative study of single mother student-parents by Lindsay and
Gillum (2018) found five themes in their interviews. The first theme was that mothers
were motivated by their children. They wanted to be role models and were thinking of
the future and the success the college experience would bring. The second theme was
that mothers were managers. They discussed the complicated balance of their roles in
their lives. The third theme was that mothers were time pressured. They had limited time
available and had to make choices and sacrifices on how to spend the time they had.
Considering their experience as college students, two other themes developed from the
data, “…Mothers would like the university to consider their children and mothers would
like the university to consider them….inside the classroom and outside the classroom” (p.
194). The authors concluded with policy recommendations:
1. Determine the number of currently enrolled student parents….
2. Institutional policies that currently governed the University may be
enhanced for parenting students….
3. Staff, faculty, and student assistants who are responsible for creating
academic, personal, and career enhancement programs for the university may
want to consider student parents unique time commitments, child care needs to
participate in programming, and the time programming is held….
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4. Institutions can establish on campus family housing in relation to the overall
enrollment and number of student parent parents….
5. A resource for student parents as a child care center on or near campus.
6. The university can sponsor a nontraditional student and/or student- parent
organization on campus if one does not currently exist…. (p. 196-197).
Importance of education for student-parents. When we support the success of
student-parents, we are impacting two generations with the benefit of education. Anne
Mosle from the Aspen Institute said, “The right investments in the postsecondary success
of parents with young children expands access to good jobs, offers children the benefits
of high-quality learning environments and improves family economic security across
generations. This two-generation (2Gen) approach can create opportunities for student
parents and their children to build on each other's successes” (Clark, 2019).
Many student-parents find education as an important part of their identity and
something in which to be proud. They often see their children as motivation for success
(Haleman, 2004). One mom remarked that if she considered quitting college, it would be
like “giving up” on her children (Marklein, 2010, p.1). The benefits of college attainment
impact two generations and, “parental college-going should be viewed as an opportunity
to improve both parents and their children” (Monaghan, 2017, p.21). Student-parents in
the focus groups reported in Roy et al. (2018) that being a parent while going to school
was challenging, but also added to their purpose and determination for completing their
goal. For many participants, a child was a motivating factor to finish since there was
additional responsibility to provide for their child (Roy et al., 2018). “Improving college
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outcomes for student-parents also has the potential to pay off even more than for nonparents, because it also improves the lives of their children” (Wladis, 2018, p. 7).
A single mom wrote, “For me, college is my way out of poverty. It is….freedom.
It is how I can be there for my daughter” (Cruse et al., 2019b, p. 7). In the study of
protective and risk factors by Kensinger & Minnick (2018), most of the mothers in their
study rated financial security and the chance to earn more income as a motivator to
succeed. Several said they also wanted to set a good example for their children. The
student-parents were motivated when they had social and emotional support for these
goals from others in their life (Kensinger & Minnick, 2018). Rizer (2005), a studentparent herself, wrote, “During my years in school my son kept me focused and ignited
my ambition to be a better student. In my experience there's no better motivation to finish
college and to appreciate the marrow of the experience than a child whose future depends
on your decisions. I had to continue my education to give him a better life and to set an
example for him to follow” (Rizer, 2005, p. 1).
Educational outcomes of children. Children of college graduates are more likely
to attend college, and their parent’s education affects their academic achievement
(Krurelis et al., 2017). In a study by Haleman (2004), the women felt that their children
seeing the value they showed to college could help the children have high aspirations for
their own education that could offset other risk factors. Monaghan (2017) found that if a
mother finished her bachelor’s degree, it increased her child’s chance of finishing high
school by 4.5%, entering college by 8.5% and getting a bachelor’s degree by 6%.
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Although much of the research on student-parents focuses on the competing
demands of the participants, Ricco, Sabet, and Clough (2009) investigated the
relationship between student-parents and their student-children and how the mother’s role
as a student impacts her child. They found that if the mother was intrinsically oriented in
her learning then she had higher educational goals for the child, and if she went to college
for reasons other than intellectual curiosity then she had more negative associations with
helping her child complete homework. The authors recommended adding support for
student-mothers to increase their intrinsic motivation for college to help not only the
student-mother’s experience, but also their interactions with their school-age children.
“Although the relationship between these microsystems is likely to be, to varying
degrees, conflictual…it is also the case that a sharing of the student role between mother
and child promotes a more integrative and potentially, positive relationship between the
systems” (Ricco et al., 2009, p. 102).
Economic benefits of college for student-parents. College graduates have
economic gains for their lifetime. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that
having a bachelor’s degree in the U.S. compared to a high school diploma increases
earnings by 68% and decreases the unemployment rate by nearly 50% (U.S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2015). This increase is an average of over $800,000 more in lifetime
income than earning a high school degree alone (Page & Scott-Clayton, 2015). College
graduates are more likely to be employed and to have access to health insurance. Better
health outcomes have been associated with college completion (Krurelis et al., 2017). In
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a study by Haleman (2004), researchers found that participants valued education as their
route towards financial security.
Society benefits financially from student-parents completing degrees through their
contribution of tax payments to the government. Single mothers enrolled in college pay
an estimated $6.6 billion more in taxes over their lifetime than single mothers that have
only finished high school. College graduates also have a lower need for public assistance
programs (Cruse et al., 2019b).
Suggestions for support for student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, we have seen that social support can impact better
mental and emotional health in student-parents (Roy et al., 2018). With the added stress
and demands from the pandemic, we know that social support is even more necessary for
the success of this student population.
Cruse et al. (2020a) created a list of suggestions for ways that communities and
higher education institutions can support student-parents during the COVID-19
pandemic. Because we know student-parents are a financially vulnerable population,
emergency aid should be made available, and institutions should reach out to studentparents to ease access to financial assistance. Student-parents should have assistance for
accessing affordable (or free) highspeed internet and computers to help access the
educational recourses that are required. Care packages for the family should be available
with essential supplies like diapers, toys, school supplies, food, and other resources.
Counseling services and virtual group sessions should be available to help support the
mental health needs of student-parents during this crisis. Since most student-parents
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found themselves home with their children with school closures and childcare center
closures, they should have flexibility from their professors for deadlines and attendance.
Student-parents should not lose their eligibility access to any form of financial aid
because of academic performance during the COVID-19 pandemic (Cruse et al., 2020a).
On a federal and state level, Cruse et al. (2020b) suggested that emergency grant
aid should continue and prioritize student-parents and other groups with financial needs,
and provide housing assistance to those at risk of losing their housing. Congress and
states should increase assistance for those that are food insecure through programs like
WIC and SNAP. They also recommended federal benefit programs that require
recipients to be employed, suspend those requirements so those that lost their jobs or had
to leave for some reason related to the pandemic could still receive the benefits. Stimulus
funding should focus on childcare, campus food banks and access to educational
technology so student-parents can continue their education and assist their children
(Cruse et al., 2020b).
For the long-term, Cruse et al. (2020b) recommended improving the support
systems to increase the likelihood of student-parent success. Childcare is a prohibitive
hurdle for many people, so Congress should increase funding for childcare centers so that
student-parents can return to their education and employment. They recommended that
Congress increase Pell grant funding and increase funding for CCAMPIS, a childcare
grant for student-parents. They suggested that Congress increase funding to states for
higher education and prioritize community colleges since they are open access and
usually serve a high percentage of student-parents. Data should be collected to
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understand the student-parent experience during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond so
policymakers and those in higher education can make informed decisions on
interventions to support this population. “The decisions made by Congress, the
administration, and state governments during an in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic
will have concrete implications for student parents’ ability to perceive postsecondary
education now and in the months in years to come. Knowing that earning a postsecondary
credential is one of the surest pathways to family economic security, building systems
that are responsive to the needs of student parents and their children will be essential to
their long-run economic well-being in addition to benefiting other students and families
who are experiencing similar needs” (Cruse et al., 2020b, p. 6).
Methods
Phenomenology. Creswell and Poth (2018) defined a phenomenological study
as one that “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived
experiences of a concept or a phenomenon. Phenomenologists focus on describing what
all participants have in common as they experience a phenomenon…” (p. 75).
Husserl. A German philosopher, Edmund Husserl, coined the term
phenomenology in the early 1900s. The work of the philosophers Kant and Hegel
influenced the origins of this type of research, but Husserl is considered the researcher to
bring the practice into the current form. “Husserl rejected the belief that objects in the
external world exist independently and that the information about objects is reliable….To
arrive at certainty, anything outside immediate experience must be ignored, and in this
way the external world is reduced to the contents of personal consciousness”
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(Groenewald, 2004, p. 43). Husserl emphasized that we should not have presuppositions
about what is real, and he called this technique epoché (Creswell & Poth, 2018). What we
experience in our consciousness is our “phenomena,” and this phenomenon is the data to
examine in a phenomenological approach (Groenewald, 2004). The “aim for
phenomenology was to capture experience in its primordial origin or essence, without
interpreting, explaining, or theorizing” (Husserl, 2014, as cited in van Manen, 2017).
Edmund Husserl’s work influenced the approach of many researchers that
followed him, including Clark Moustakas, Max van Manen, and Richard Hycner. The
writings of Creswell and Poth (2018) and Groenewald (2004) influenced the choice to
highlight these researchers. Creswell and Poth (2018) described two phenomenological
methodologies in detail from the researchers Moustakas and van Manen. Moustakas
authored Phenomenological Research Methods (1994), which included a philosophical
background and a psychological perspective, and Creswell and Poth (2018) wrote that
van Manen’s work is “seminal work” in the field of phenomenology. Groenewald (2004)
recommended using Hycner’s (1999) methodology in phenomenological research as an
approachable guide for data analysis. These researchers give a historical perspective to
the qualitative research approach of phenomenology, as well as a practical explanation of
a phenomenological research process.
Moustakas. Moustakas continued with Husserl’s phenomenological approach
and emphasized the description of the participants’ experience in the research. His work
highlighted the concept of epoché or bracketing, and he recommended that researchers
describe their experiences with the phenomena and try to separate their own ideas before
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delving into the lived experiences of the participants. The steps to Moustakas’ approach
included choosing a phenomenon to study, bracketing out one’s own experiences,
collecting data from those that have experienced the phenomenon, finding significant
statements and combining them into themes. The researcher then developed a textural
description (what was experienced) and a structural description (how it was experienced)
and combined them for an overall experience of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
van Manen. van Manen (2017) consolidated many leading phenomenologists’
ideas about what phenomenology means and defined it “as the study of what it is that
appears in consciousness; or what is the eidos (unique meaning) of what shows itself or
gives itself in lived experience; or the study of how things (phenomena and events) give
themselves to us; or the quest for originary understandings and insights into the
phenomenality of human experiences” (van Manen, 2017, p. 775). The term
phenomenology of practice was coined by van Manen to describe how phenomenology
aims to give meaning to phenomena. van Manen’s approach included following several
steps: finding a phenomenon of interest, considering the essential themes and the nature
of the lived experience, describing the phenomenon, relating it to the topic in question
and interpreting the findings of the meaning of the lived experiences (Creswell & Poth,
2018).
“Phenomenology, if practiced well, enthralls us with insights into the enigma of
life as we experience it-the world as it gives and reveals itself to the wondering gaze-thus
asking us to be forever attentive to the fascinating varieties and subtleties of primal lived
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experience and consciousness in all its remarkable complexities, fathomless depths, rich
details, startling disturbances, and luring charms. Genuine phenomenological inquiry is
challenging and satisfying precisely because its meaningful revelations must be originary
and existentially compelling to the soul (van Manen, 2017, p. 779).
Hycner. Hycner established guidelines for analyzing phenomenological
interview data but emphasized that there is not only one way to look at this kind of data.
He wrote, “no method (including this one) can be arbitrarily imposed on a phenomenon
since that would do a great injustice to the integrity of that phenomenon” (Hycner, 1999,
p. 144). Hycner described an approach that included
1.

Transcription.

2. Bracketing and the phenomenological reduction.
3. Listening to the interview for a sense of the whole.
4. Delineating units of meaning.
5. Delineating units of meaning relevant to the research question.
6. Training independent judges to verify the units of relevant meaning.
7. Eliminating redundancies.
8. Clustering units of relevant meaning.
9. Determining themes from clusters of meaning.
10. Writing a summary for each individual interview.
11. Return to the participant with the summary and themes: Conducting a second
interview.
12. Modifying themes and summary.
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13. Identifying general and unique themes for all the interviews.
14. Contextualization of themes.
15. Composite summary (Hycner, 1999, pp. 144-156).
Hycner also explained some of the challenges within a phenomenological
approach. These challenges included that the participants are not random, and there are
limits to the findings’ generalizability. There can be researcher bias and challenges in
replication. Unlike many other research approaches, phenomenology does not use a
theory, hypotheses, or a control group. He wrote, “Also, at the core of phenomenology is
the very deep respect for the uniqueness of human experience and that this ever present
uniqueness will always make the attempt to develop a totally comprehensive theory of
human experience and ultimately futile one. It is the uniqueness of the human being
which constantly instills novelty and unpredictability into any attempt to totally and
comprehensively ‘capture’ the phenomenon of the human experience” (Hycner, 1999, p.
161).
Feminist research. Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2006) wrote that a feminist
approach emphasizes the experience of women and gender and aims to use the results to
promote social change. Brooks (2006) wrote that a feminist research viewpoint could
demonstrate experiences of oppression that can provide a catalyst for improving lives
through societal change. A researcher can use a feminist approach with any research
methodology (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 2018). “By documenting
women’s lives, experiences, and concerns, illuminating gender-based stereotypes and
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biases, and unearthing women’s subjugated knowledge, feminist research challenges the
basic structures and ideologies that oppress women” (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2006, p. 4).
According to Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2006), feminist research approaches began
during the second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s when female researchers and
students did not see their lives in mainstream research. They noted a lack of
representation of women’s experiences, and early feminist research aimed to address this
deficit. Early feminist work considered women a monolithic group and centered on
issues relevant to White, middle to upper-class women. “Feminists of privilege have
come to realize that by listening to the experiences of the ‘other,’ and engaging in
dialogue with poor women and women of color, they gain a more complete, accurate, and
nuanced understanding of social reality” (Leavy & Hesse-Biber, 2006, p. 18). Feminist
researchers have widened the scope of feminist research and include the interconnections
between gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, and other groups to take an intersectional
approach. Olesen (2011) wrote of the complex challenges that occur when deciding how
to conceptualize intersectionality but concluded that “feminist qualitative research in its
own right is well positioned to undertake these challenges” (Olesen, 2011, p. 135).
Liss, Richmond, and Erchull (2019) also emphasized intersectionality. The
authors discussed two characteristics common for all contemporary feminist researchers;
these two characteristics were that researchers considered intersectionality and power
dynamics during all stages of the research project. Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized
that the goals within a feminist perspective include creating a research approach that is
collaborative and does not objectify the participant. Olesen (2011) also wrote of the
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importance of being aware of power in the context of the research relationship and to
engage in continual checks of consent.
A feminist research approach has a wide breadth of topics, a relatively young
history, and enduring concerns about power and intersectionality (Olesen, 2011). As
noted by Brooks (2006) and Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2006), this approach is necessary
to bring attention to stories and experiences that have not been heard, and this knowledge
should be used for the greater good of society through structural advances. “…Much of
contemporary feminist scholarship and research strive to give voice to women’s lives that
have been silenced and ignored, uncover hidden knowledge contained within women’s
experiences, and bring about women-centered solidarity and social change (Brooks,
2006, pp. 54-55).”
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Chapter 3
Method
A feminist phenomenological qualitative research approach was used to explore
student-parents’ lived experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. A study using a
phenomenological approach explores peoples’ lived experiences of a phenomenon and
finds their shared experience (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Within the phenomenological
approach, a feminist methodology was used to focus on women’s unique experiences and
the role of gender and intersectionality in their experience as student-parents during the
COVID-19 pandemic. From this perspective, the goal of the research was to “establish
collaborative and nonexploitative relationships, to place the researcher within the study
so as to avoid objectification, and to conduct research that is transformative” (Creswell &
Poth, 2018, p. 28).
Rationale
The COVID-19 pandemic was the first global crisis in recent times that has
impacted every facet of our lives. Researchers know little about how student-parents
fared during this time. A phenomenological approach with semi-structured interviews
allowed exploration of the experience student-parents have had. Creswell and Poth
(2018) recommended this approach for use in questions that investigate shared
experiences to better understand the phenomenon and create policies and practices that
could improve the experience of those facing it. Moustakas (1994) described the process
as follows: a researcher collects data from those who have experienced the phenomenon
in question and then combines and consolidates the information to describe the
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experience. “This description consists of ‘what’ they experienced and ‘how’ they
experienced it” (Moustakas, 1994, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75).
While looking at the lived experiences of the participants, the phenomenological
approach also used a feminist perspective. Creswell & Poth (2018) said that any research
methodology could have a feminist approach. A feminist qualitative perspective
centralizes the experience of gender in the research. It has the “aim …to ‘correct both the
invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways relevant to ending women’s
unequal social position’” (Lather, 1991, p. 71, as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 28).
This participant group has a history of invisibility, with few institutions of higher
education aware of their number of student-parents enrolled on campus (Brown &
Nichols, 2012). It is also a group of women that have more significant challenges as
students in college than students without children (Bradburn, 2002; Cruse et al., 2019a).
This combination of approaches was used to seek to convey the experience of the
phenomenon, focus on women’s unique experience, consider intersectionality, and
remain mindful of the impact of power in the research relationship. “We conduct
qualitative research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear
their voices, and minimize the power relationship that often exists between a researcher
and the participants in a study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 45).
Participants
The participants recruited were female student-parents with at least one schoolage child under the age of 12 residing in the same household. Because 70% (2.7 million
people) of student-parents are female and the research was looking at shared experiences
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from a feminist perspective that seeks to highlight women’s unique experiences, the
participants were limited to student-mothers (Cruse et al., 2019a). The intended age range
of school-aged children was specified to explore the challenge of distance learning or
homeschooling while the participant was also a student. Under the age of 12 was also
specified since a child that age would likely need more parental assistance and attention.
While the specified age range was intended to focus on female student-parents
with school-age children under the age of 12, one participant was included with a threeyear-old who had been attending preschool before the pandemic, and one participant was
included with a 14-year-old child with special needs. Both participants had experiences
similar to the other participants in the study and offered unique perspectives that were
significant contributions to the understanding of this group’s experiences.
Recruitment. A purposeful sample was selected to meet the criteria for the
research question best. Creswell and Poth (2018) defined a purposeful sample as one that
“intentionally samples a group of people that can best inform the researcher about the
research problem under examination” (p. 148). I used word-of-mouth to recruit
participants (see Appendix A) and colleagues posted in several classes’ learning
management programs since they were online during the pandemic (see Appendix B).
Sample size. Recommendations for sample size vary with ranges from 1 to 325
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). For this study, I followed the recommendation of Dukes (1984)
of 3 to 10 participants with a goal to interview eight female student-parents (Dukes, 1984,
as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018). This size allowed for various perspectives while
being a manageable number for generating themes during data analysis.
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The recruitment of participants resulted in nine completed interviews. One
interview was not included in the analysis because the participant had only been a student
during the COVID-19 pandemic for less than a week, thus she did not meet the criteria as
a student-parent during this time.
Demographics. Of the eight participants included in the analysis, five identified
as Caucasian or White, two identified as African-American, and one identified as African
(see Table 1). Five participants indicated they were currently married or partnered, and
three were single (see Table 2). As seen in Table 3, seven participants were full-time
students, and one was taking a part-time course load. When asked about employment
status, five participants said they currently worked for paid employment, two worked for
paid employment at some point during COVID-19, and one did not work for payment
(see Table 4). All of those that worked for paid employment worked outside of the home
during the COVID-19 pandemic. These positions ranged from healthcare, education, and
supervising a group home. The participants had between one and five children at home,
with a mean of 2.5 children and a mode of one (see Table 5). The age range of children
at home spanned between two and twenty-one.
Table 1
Ethnicity
White/Caucasian

African-American

African

5

2

1
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Table 2
Relationship Status
Married/partnered

Single

5

3

Table 3
Student Status
Full-time

Part-time

7

1

Table 4
Paid Employment Status
Currently employed

Employed sometime Not employed during
during the COVID-19 the COVID-19
pandemic
pandemic

5

2

1

Table 5
Number of Children at Home
1 child

2 children

3 children

4 children

5 children

3

2

0

2

1

Incentives. I paid participants for their time with a $20 electronic gift certificate
to Target. Researchers have repeatedly found that financial challenges are significant for
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student-parents. Kensinger and Meinnick (2018) found a lack of financial support as the
most substantial challenge for student-parents. While the financial incentive to
participate was small and not meant to be coercive, it is in line with addressing the
literature themes that time and money are barriers to success for student-parents, and this
research project values their sacrifice.
Setting
I recruited participants from a public community college in the upper Midwest
with a student population of approximately 5,600. The community college is a public
school that is part of the Minnesota State system. The site selected has 27% students of
color and a gender ratio of 56% female to 44% male. The college is in a central
Minnesota community of approximately 68,000 residents. I received a letter of
permission from the Interim Vice President of Student Affairs and Institutional
Effectiveness to collect data on campus (see Appendix C).
Data Collection
Informed consent. I provided each participant a link to a description of the
study, their role as a participant, and an explanation of informed consent (see Appendix
D). They had the option to participate or withdraw at any time. As recommended by
Minnesota State University, Mankato, I collected signed informed consent from each
participant using Qualtrics before the interview (S. Stoynoff, memo, March 13, 2020).
The consent form included that the recorded interviews will be stored securely without
names (Bryman & Bell, 2011). All data collection procedures were approved by the
Institutional Review Board of Minnesota State University, Mankato (see Appendix E).
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Interviews. Due to the Minnesota Department of Health’s guidelines regarding
staying home whenever possible during the COVID-19 pandemic to decrease the spread
of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, each participant was interviewed through the online video
conferencing site, Zoom (Minnesota Department of Health, 2020). In addition,
Minnesota State University, Mankato, recommended the use of Zoom to minimize
exposure of the virus to participants and researchers (S. Stoynoff, memo, March 13,
2020). Archibald, Ambagtsheer, and Casey (2019) found that interviews conducted on
Zoom were a satisfactory experience and a preferred alternative to other interview
mediums. The conversations were recorded on Zoom and audio recorded as a
technological back-up. Participants were informed of the recording in the informed
consent. All participants consented to being recorded during the interviews.
Participants’ names on Zoom were coded using a pseudonym for confidentiality. The
pseudonyms were used throughout the analysis to maintain confidentiality. The
interviews were professionally transcribed for coding.
Interview questions. The beginning of the interview focused on the participants’
demographic information, including information about their family, ethnicity,
employment, and student status. I also asked if there is any information they would like
to share to build rapport and empower the participant to share anything they feel is
valuable.
1. Tell me about your family. How many children do you have, and what are
their ages? With whom do you live?
2. How do you describe your ethnicity?

67

3. Are you a full or part-time student?
4. Are you employed? If so, is your paid work at home or away from home?
5. Is there anything else about you I should know before we discuss your
experiences during COVID-19?
The phenomenological interview questions were based on the two broad questions
recommended by Moustakas (1994), “What have you experienced in terms of the
phenomenon” and “what contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected your
experiences of the phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994 as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
79). The first question was an open-ended question to assess the experience in terms of
the phenomenon. The remainder of the questions looked to assess the contexts or
situations that influenced or affected the experience of being a student-parent during the
COVID-19 pandemic (see Appendix F).
1. “What has been your experience while working on your coursework online
during the COVID-19 pandemic?”
2. “How have you balanced your role as a parent, student, distance learning
facilitator for your children, and if applicable, employee?” This question aimed to
explore the experience of time poverty as explained by Wladis et al. (2018).
Research has demonstrated that student-parents often struggle with having enough
time for their many demands (Augustine et al., 2018; Crispin & Nikolaou, 2019;
Khiaban et al., 2017; Kruelis et al., 2017; Moghadam et al., 2017; Wladis et al.,
2018).
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3. “How would you describe your mental and physical health during this global
crisis?” Early data from the beginning of the pandemic described the
psychological and physical impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and has
demonstrated challenges for many people (Brooks et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020;
COVID-19 impact on college student mental health, 2020; Moccia et al., 2020;
Qiu et al., 2020; Zhou, 2020).
4. “Can you describe your support system since the COVID-19 pandemic began?
(A support system could include childcare, a partner, family, friends or
professionals like advisors, professors or counselors.)” Very few colleges have
open childcare centers, both before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
expense of childcare can be a significant proportion of a student-parent’s finances
(Carlson, 2015, as cited in Lindsay & Gillum, 2018; Eckerson et al., 2016; Field,
2017; Green & Robeson, 2020; Kensinger & Minnick, 2018; Monaghan, 2017;
Roy et al., 2018; Wladis, 2018). Research has repeatedly demonstrated that
support is essential to student-parents’ success (Cruse et al., 2020a, Cruse et al.,
2020b).
5. “What role did your college or professors play in supporting or hurting your
success as a student-parent during this time?” The COVID-19 Impact on College
Student Mental Health (2020) factsheet recommended increased academic
support, including “leniency, accommodation and flexibility.” This question
aimed to explore the student-parents’ perspective on the implementation of these
recommendations.
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6. “What accommodations have been helpful, or would help to increase your
success during this challenging time?” Research has demonstrated that studentparents rarely receive support from institutional-wide policies (Nichols et al.,
2017) and that faculty can have an inconsistent implementation of policies for
student-parents (Roy et al., 2018).
7. “What positives have occurred from this experience?” Student-parents have
demonstrated resiliency and motivation during their challenges (Clark, 2019;
Cruse et al., 2019b; Haleman, 2004; Kensinger & Minnick, 2018; Lindsay &
Gillum, 2018; Marklein, 2010; Monaghan, 2010; Ricco et al., 2009; Rizer, 2005;
Roy et al., 2018; Wladis, 2018) and the COVID-19 experience has also resulted in
personal growth (Cahapay, 2020b; Chen & Bonanno, 2020; Kelley, 2020; Lades
et al., 2020; Maestre, 2020; Vinkers et al., 2020). This question aimed to explore
the possibilities of positive experiences that may have occurred during this
unusual time.
Role of the researcher. I was a psychology faculty member at the
community college where I collected the data. Participants in the study were not current
students in my courses. While I maintained confidentiality with the participants and did
not share their answers with other faculty, my relationship with the institution may have
influenced the participant’s comfort with sharing their experiences. I was also a studentparent during the COVID-19 pandemic and was writing the dissertation while guiding
three children in distance learning and homeschooling. This experience may have
influenced the questions and guiding of the interviews and may have increased my
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connection to the participants in the interview. Following feminist qualitative research
goals, collaborative rapport was a goal in the interviews to decrease the experience of an
unequal balance of power as much as possible (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Accuracy. I gave the participants the transcript and summary of the
interviews to review their statements (see Appendix G). Member-checking allowed the
participants to verify their responses and helped to ensure the interview’s validity.
Understanding that the nature of research generally creates a system of power, a feminist
qualitative approach emphasizes decreasing this differential by having the participants
continually consent and approve their interview statements (Olesen, 2011).
Data Analysis
I created field notes to add my thoughts and reflections of the interviews as I
was conducting them. These notes and memos add observations and interpretations
preliminary to the analysis (Groenewald, 2004). For data analysis, I used a modified
version of Hycner’s (1999) data interpretation process. The transcript from each
participant followed these steps, as seen in Groenewald (2004).
1. “Bracketing and phenomenological reduction.” This step involved
repeatedly listening to the interviews to get a complete sense or gestalt of the
participants and their stories. It was important to discard any preconceived
ideas in this step and focus on only what I heard in the interview.
2. “Delineating units of meaning.” I identified statements that clarified the
phenomenon in each interview. The literal words used were considered, as
were the frequency of their use.
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3. “Clustering of units of meaning to form themes.” I then reduced the list into
smaller units of meaning in the form of clusters. These topics were called
“units of significance” (p. 50). I carefully considered my bias when deciding
what topics were significant.
4. “Summarizing each interview, validating it and where necessary modifying
it.” The interview summary was then created, including all of the themes
produced in the previous step. I sent this summary and list of themes to each
participant to have it checked to ensure accuracy and validity. This step was
also crucial from a feminist perspective to encourage the participants’ role as
collaborators and give them power in the research project.
5. “Extracting general and unique themes from all of the interviews and making
a composite summary” (pp. 49-50). I examined all of the interviews to look
for common themes, as well as unique contributions. I wrote a summary to
reflect the overall themes of the phenomenon (Groenewald, 2004).
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Chapter 4
Results
After completing the eight interviews included for analysis, I used the modified
version of Hycner’s (1999) data interpretation process as seen in Groenewald (2004).
The following are the steps and the specific analysis I performed.
1. “Bracketing and phenomenological reduction.” I watched the recording of
each of the interviews and read each verbatim transcript several times. I
focused on what each interviewee said and visualized each participant’s
experience.
2. “Delineating units of meaning.” In this stage, I underlined significant words
and phrases and made notes in the columns. I also looked at my field notes
in this stage and made a note of what was emphasized in both the field notes
and the transcript review.
3. “Clustering of units of meaning.” I looked for topics that came up multiple
times, as well as topics that seemed to be important to the participant’s story
to determine the “units of significance.” I was careful to value what the
participant said and to consider my biases. This clustering of topics resulted
in 77 units of significance between all eight interviews.
4. “Summarizing each interview, validating it and where necessary modifying
it.” I typed summaries from each interview based on their transcripts and the
recordings and emailed each participant the summary attached to a follow-up
email (see Appendix G). I sent the summaries to each participant to check
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for validity and to give each participant another chance to tell their story,
which is essential in research with a feminist perspective. I received
responses from four participants. One included minor clarifying edits for
their interview answers and the other three participants approved the
transcripts, summaries, and themes. One participant included a note that
said, “This looks great, thank you. I hope I helped.”
5. “Extracting general and unique themes from all of the interviews and making
a composite summary” (pp. 49-50). I went through the 77 units of
significance and created a general theme if it was a unit of significance for
every participant or nearly every participant. This extraction resulted in six
general or overall themes. I determined a theme also to be important and
included it as a unique theme if it was included in several participants’ units
of significance or appeared to be an essential motivator. “The unique or
minority voices are important counterpoints to bring out regarding the
phenomenon researched” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 51). A smaller proportion of
the participants shared three additional themes. Each of these unique themes
can fit as a subtheme under a general theme. I complied the participants’
experiences into a composite summary of themes.
General Themes
Theme 1: Time. All the participants mentioned challenges managing time as
they were attending school and parenting during the COVID-19 pandemic. This
difficulty with time impacted their ability to balance their various roles and expectations
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and resulted in several different outcomes. Sleep was negatively impacted for six
respondents. They often had to use the hours that should have been used to sleep to
accomplish schoolwork, work outside of the home or perform household chores.
“Kay”: “I remember doing an exam and 12 o’clock [midnight] rings, but I can’t stop…,
so it was a real struggle like sleepless nights, some days, I don’t even know how I
survived…..I literally was working around the clock.”
“Addison”: You really have to be capable of paying attention to what you’re
learning. And so, I don’t sleep a lot. Because I do a lot of my coursework
while she’s asleep. Because there’s not…she’s three. She doesn’t want to play
by herself long enough for me to do anything. Which is fine. But it makes it
tough.
“Danelle”: Not a lot of sleep and a lot of coffee. A lot of people in the
beginning, when I went through my LPN, they’re always like, oh, make time for
you, make time for this. That just doesn’t exist. I’ll be honest, I singled mom
for a little while, so I’m just used to not “having a life.”
“Sharon”: ….This is really hard to balance. [With] the kids doing distance
learning at home, sometimes I have to leave work early or go to work late to be
at home with them while they’re doing it…and make sure they they’re not
sleeping, or you know, messing around. And that happens a lot, too, with my
nine-year-old. Like if I set him up for school and then go to work, he’ll just fall
asleep, you know, and then with work, it’s just I had to like go to work on
Saturdays and Sundays to make up for the time I missed at home with the kids to

75

help with school…and as a student who was like up [until] 3:00 in the morning
trying to get homework done, like I said, with the kids being home all day, they
have most of my attention. So, it’s like, I don’t have time…to do homework and
study and stuff. So, I was mostly doing it when they’re sleeping or at work or in
the middle of the night. I was like draining myself.
Two of the participants left the workforce to spend more time on schoolwork and their
children, and one cut back on hours at work. One participant took fewer credits in the
spring semester after struggling with time in the fall, and one took the spring semester off
altogether because of the intense demands on her time.
“Natalie”: I would do my schoolwork, oh my God…most of the time, I would
end up doing it Friday, Saturday, Sunday and cramming it all in there at one
time. At first, things started off super good and I was able to keep up with my
grades, but it just became a lot, especially after she started having to homeschool
and all of that. I did notice a change in my grades and stuff too. So that was
another reason for me being, like, I mean, I liked my job, and it was just more
money for us, but at the same time we came to the conclusion that maybe he can
just work, and I can focus on school because this is really important to me right
now. And we’ll be okay. We might not have the extra spending money or
whatever, but we’ll be okay.
An additional participant noted that she was thankful she currently did not have to work
since she did not have the time. Two participants noted that the school was offering
some support for students for which they did not have the time. “Danelle”: “Honestly,

76

they’re offering chat rooms and stuff like that for people to vent, but I’m like, ‘I don’t
have time for that’.” The lack of time also impacted two participants’ attitudes towards
what they considered busy work as classes moved online. “Danelle”: “There’s a lot more
busy work…A lot of piddly assignments, and lot more little weird, stupid things like
they’re trying to make up for lost time or something.”
“Addison”: And she required so many things to be done. So, I could do the
studying and get the tests done and that was not an issue. But it was all the
extra, tiddly [sic] little things that made my grade suffer because it was like, “I
don’t have time to do all of this.”
They felt like they had little time to do the extra assignments that online work can entail.
Theme 2: Adversity. Most participants described the experience of going to
school online, taking care of children, sometimes working outside of the home, and living
through a global pandemic as challenging. There was a shared experience of the
phenomena as being difficult to balance. It was challenging to meet the many
expectations they felt from each role in their lives. “Natalie”: “It was tough. I mean, we
did it though, but it was a lot.” “Addison”: “Brutal. It’s really difficult. I don’t have
childcare. So, in terms of that, right now, I don’t have childcare because there’s no reason
for me to because I don’t have anywhere to go.”
“Leah”: So, it was challenging…Trying to go into my Zoom classes and I can
hear him [not] where I have him set up. And I can hear his teacher talking, but I
can hear he’s in another room where he’s not where he’s supposed to be. And
so I’ll have to stop what I’m doing and redirect. So yeah, it’s not ideal.
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“Kara”: [She] had a meltdown during the quiz and was throwing things at me.
And she was mad because I wouldn’t talk to her at that time. And all I could do
at the end of it was just laugh, because I’m like, ‘I never thought in my entire
life I would have this issue. It’s really, really challenging. I sometimes feel like
I don’t do enough with her…It’s just I don’t feel like I’m juggling it quite as
well as I’d like to. I feel like she sometimes gets the short end of the stick.
Sometimes school gets the short end of the stick.
Theme 3: Mental health. Most of the participants described experiences with
mental health struggles. These struggles included examples of anxiety, depression, and
stress. Some participants had healthy coping strategies like walking, taking a break, and
seeking treatment. (I provided referrals to on-campus mental health support when
appropriate.) “Addison”: “And then, the more roles I piled on myself, the less I could
stabilize myself.” “Kara”: “If I were to sum it up in one word, interesting. Challenging. I
have really, really started doing a lot of self-care.”
“Sharon”: Just with work and school and distance learning and that type of
stuff….I have really big anxiety. So, my anxiety was really high. During this
time, I was stressed a lot. I will say, and I know I was stressed a lot because I
get migraines really bad. And those were coming like maybe once a week. So,
yeah.
“Natalie”: Yeah, I was super anxious about everything. But as a parent, I felt
like dealing with the anxiety of everything that was going on and all that, you
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kind of have to put on this face for your kids, because I don’t want her to feel
that…I’m going to create this normal world for her, even if I feel like it’s not.
“Kay’: I just needed 20 minutes in a day for myself….My bathroom was my
safe spot…I needed just 20 minutes every day so that I don’t lose my
head….My daughter will usually come in. Knock on the door, ‘Oh Mommy!’
‘Mommy has to have her own safe time. Now you have to go have your own
safe time’.
Theme 4: Social support. The participants had support from various people in
their lives. Several of them noted their partners or spouses as a significant source of
support, and others had support from their mothers, siblings, neighbors, or places of
work. When balancing demands from many different directions in their lives, this
support was necessary in their ability to function during the COVID-19 pandemic.
“Sharon”: “My support system is my partner and my mom. I have a big family too, but
the most important is my partner and my mom.” “Leah”: “My husband’s really
supportive of me just going and going for it.”
“Kara”: The apartment [building] I live in….I’m very fortunate to have…like a
little family here. So, we watch out for each other. When I did have COVID, I
could text my neighbor who lives downstairs from me a list of things I needed,
and she’d pick them up for me at the store.
“Abby”: My work has been very understanding, like if my mom can’t watch
him, they really understand if I have to go and I have to be with him, obviously
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because he’s not at school. They’ve been really supportive. Like, ‘We
understand, it’s really hard times, we get it. You’re good to go.’
“Kay”: He [her husband] took a day off from his job. And that was on a Sunday.
So that was the time that I would have to like do schoolwork, and you be able to
turn things in on time, that was my support….I really look forward to every
Sunday.
Theme 5: College influence. The college policies and faculty attitudes had an
influence on student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic. When faculty and staff
were understanding of the many demands for a student-parent, they felt supported and
more successful in their coursework. Many participants noted that flexibility in deadlines
and assignments were beneficial. Several participants mentioned having positive
experiences with swift email communication or connecting with faculty through Zoom.
“Leah”: “Every professor that I had was amazing about being understanding.” “Kara”:
“The majority of my professors have been very, very understanding of the challenges
with COVID and just all the strange challenges I’ve had this crazy last semester.” “Kay”:
“So a little flexibility, it will really help, especially with parents, going to school at least
we will be able to do it….less flexibility kills your desire to go to school and makes you
just want to quit.”
“Abby”: So they were really understanding, like I couldn’t be on my
computer, I couldn’t do stuff. So they were really understanding, ‘We get it,
family comes first.’ They understood, which was really nice….. I think
communication was really, really awesome between professors and myself.
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“Addison”: …When there were times where my daughter was sick and wouldn’t
let me be five inches away from her, it [the flexibility] made it really convenient.
Because then, I could get stuff… in…without facing a huge grade loss because
I’m a parent.
Sometimes faculty expressed inflexibility and did not seem to be empathetic to
the experience of student-parents. A participant reported that one of her instructors
accused her of “waiting to do stuff” when she only had a few hours to work at night after
her child had gone to sleep.
“Sharon”: Oh yeah, for the most part, like the school don’t really do much. I
know [redacted] was one of the teachers that reached out to the students and
made sure they was okay and make sure you know, if work wasn’t going to be
turned in, or if we need help with something, you know. Like
honestly….[redacted] was the only teacher that I had this year that kind of did
that.
Several participants had difficulty accessing the academic support center on campus
during their online coursework. The hours of the tutoring center were limited due to the
pandemic’s constraints, as well as challenges with scheduling around the many demands
on time that a student-parent has. “Kara”: “I think having more [tutoring] hours would
have been wonderful. I mean, I think I probably could have passed math if I would have
had more [tutoring] hours.”
“Leah”: I do feel like it is really difficult right now, if you need tutoring help. I
think you have…to have an appointment. And for me, to block out.…it’s not
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the easiest thing in the world…to find 45 minutes to go into the tutoring center
to get help….I used the tutoring center a lot when I was in person.
The college influenced the participants’ experience during the COVID-19 pandemic by
the faculty’s flexibility and messages and the limited access to academic support.
Theme 6: Resiliency. The participants were all faced with challenges during
this time, yet I repeatedly heard evidence of hard work, perseverance, devotion to their
children, pride in their accomplishments, and hope for the future. “Sharon”: “I’ve
completed my first semester and I actually passed all the classes! So that’s a good thing.”
“Kay”: “It was challenging initially, like balancing with work and everything, but it made
me understand more and more…my passion of what I wanted to do.”
“Abby”: When I went to school before, I was horrible. I’m not going to lie, I
was the worst student in the entire world. Having these professors that were
actually there and you could talk to them and work through your problems that
you had with it, it helped me so much. My GPA this semester was 3.56 or
whatever, and before I came, it was 1.5.
“Natalie”: [I’ve learned to] work under pressure and know that I feel like I have
all this stuff going on, at least with this, I know that I can reach out to people
and ask for help, So I know I got this area covered, this is good.
“Kara”: I am learning how to balance time better…I’m also learning what my
priorities are. It’s really trying to force me where what exactly is the most
important thing right now in my life. I mean, school is demanding. It’s
challenging. But [my daughter’s] still my priority.
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While this forced time together because of school closures and COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions was challenging for many people and for a variety of reasons, several
participants reported this time has been a unique gift that they value with their children.
“Leah”: “I could find a lot of things I haven’t liked. But I do feel like I have had more
time with my kids in this period of time than I’ve got to have in a long time.”
“Addison”: I have got to spend so much time with my daughter, which is both
the worst and the best things, all at once. Because I have not missed anything.
I’ve watched her grow and get so smart…and big, and just, genuinely caring….I
think that going back to pre-COVID lifestyle is going to be exceptionally hard.
While many participants made statements that indicated resiliency, I heard a description
of the impact that an education would make on both her family and society from “Kara”.
“Kara”: The thing is, single moms, when they go back to school, they are taking
the largest step in society to change their economic status and their ability to
provide for their family. Because when they go back to school, like I am right
now, I am on a lot of assistance from the government. And me going back to
school, I hope to be able to change…I hope to be able to provide for my family.
….I mean, what we’re doing is we are sacrificing more than any other college
student, and by going to school, we are contributing more to society in the long
run.
Unique Subthemes
Unique subtheme 1: College influence: Online education. Negative
experiences. Several participants reported technological difficulties ranging from
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understanding how to navigate the online learning platform to having enough internet
bandwidth to support all the people schooling online at home at the same time.
“Danelle”: “So kind of five of us are in [school]….That’s one of the biggest things with
distance learning, is just the bandwidth speed.” “Sharon”: “I like to be a hands-on person,
somebody that is in class.”
“Kay”: “It was challenging because I am not a computer person. And that was
my very first online classes….So that was like really challenging, like at first [I]
had to figure out how to go and get my assignments. How to do my assignments.
How to upload. How to work my phone…”
Two participants specifically found taking math online difficult. “Kara”: “I found math
[online] to be completely practically impossible.”
Positive experiences. Two participants preferred online classes, and one noted
that they work better in her schedule and allow for more flexibility with scheduling.
There were also benefits to time saved by not driving to campus and money saved in
travel costs. “Danelle”: “I do live in the country, so it saves me gas and I can work on my
schedule.”
“Abby”: Honestly, it’s been better because I was going to school in person
before, and that was really hard to balance that, home life and work and school,
all in the same. But now since it’s online and you can work at your own pace,
it’s so much nicer.
Unique subtheme 2: College influence: Finances. Several participants
reported the importance of receiving scholarships or grants, and one discussed the
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challenges of financial aid only being allowed for full-time students. There was no
specific question to address finances, so the discussion of money only came up if the
participant addressed the concern. One participant struggled with finances and reached
out to the school, not knowing if anything was available, and received a CARES grant.
She reported being “grateful” and “excited” for this financial support. “Natalie”:
“…When you’re stressing about bills….it makes it hard for you to focus on your work.”
A participant reported having a staff member help her get a grant and that their help and
support was a significant source of encouragement.
“Addison”: I had somebody from…[the] social services part of the school…got
me in for the Hope grant….that helped so much…It was really, really
heartwarming. And she just cared. She called me every day, asked me how I
was doing, how things were going. So that was really lovely.
Unique subtheme 3: Social support: Childcare. The student-parents in the
study had a mix of access to childcare through open daycare centers, family members that
could provide care, and family members available for swaps (they took turns watching
each other’s children.) Some found support through their childcare options, some had
children that were old enough to not need any childcare, and some did not have any
available.
“Abby”: So, my daughter goes to daycare because she’s only three. And then
my son goes to my mom because my mom works from home. So, on his days
off [in person school], he goes to her house and she works with him on those
days.
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“Natalie”: I will say my sister [provides support], because there’ll be some times
where she’s [my daughter’s] doing distance learning and I’m like, ‘I got to get
this work done. I’m super tired.’ Yeah, and my sister would come and pick her
up, and she would be over there for a day or two sometimes. At then I’ll take
my nephew on the weekend to kind of trade-off.

Figure 1
General Themes and Unique Subthemes

Time

Adversity

Mental
Health

Social
Support
Childcare

College
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Resiliency
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Positive
Experiences
Negative
Experiences

Textural and Structural Descriptions
The phenomenological interview questions were based on the two broad
questions recommended by Moustakas (1994). The first one was “What have you
experienced in terms of the phenomenon?” In this study, the first interview question,
“What has been your experience while working on your coursework online during the
COVID-19 pandemic?” resulted in the textural description of what was experienced by
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the participants. These descriptions included the overall themes of time and adversity.
All the participants experienced significant adversity in balancing their many
expectations, and the most prominent challenge from the data was finding the time to
accomplish all their demands.
The second question recommended by Moustakas was “what contexts or
situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon”
(Moustakas, 1994 as cited in Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 79). I looked for these structural
descriptions through the remainder of my interview questions that focused on balancing
multiple roles, mental and physical health, support systems, the role of the college, and
positive outcomes. The remainder of the overall themes were descriptions of how the
phenomenon was experienced. The phenomenon, being a student-parent during the
COVID-19 pandemic, involved stress to one’s mental health for most participants. The
experience was influenced by social support, the college’s role, and a participant’s ability
to be resilient in the face of hardship. The unique themes were also considered structural
descriptions of how the participants experienced the phenomenon. These included
positive and negative online class experiences, childcare, and finances.
The essence of the experience of being a student-parent during the COVID-19
pandemic was that these student-parents struggled with finding enough time for their
many roles and faced adversity and challenge by the difficulties they faced. They often
struggled with mental health distress during this time but having social support from
others in their lives was helpful. Some student-parents had access to childcare, while
others struggled with little access or availability for childcare. The school impacted their
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success when faculty were flexible, communicative, and supportive, but also added
challenges when they did not understand or accommodate for the situations at home for
student-parents. The tutoring center was difficult for some student-parents to access
during the pandemic, leading to frustration. The experience with online courses was
challenging for some student-parents, while some preferred the time flexibility
completing classes online and saving commuting costs. Access to grants and scholarships
was a benefit to some student-parents for whom finances were a hardship. As a whole,
student-parents were a resilient group and were resourceful in the face of adversity. They
were motivated for success and worked hard to complete the semester. For some, the
time at home with their children during the pandemic was a gift that they value. Going to
school will change both the lives of the student-parent and their child(ren).

88

Chapter 5
Discussion
This feminist phenomenological study aimed to discover student-parents’ lived
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic at a midsize Midwestern community
college. After eight completed interviews were analyzed using a modified version of
Hycner’s (1999) data interpretation process, six general themes and three unique
subthemes were found (Hycner, 1999 as cited in Groenewald, 2004). The general themes
were time, adversity, mental health, social support, college influence, and resiliency. The
unique subthemes were online classes, childcare, and finances.
Relationship of Themes to Previous Literature
General themes. Time. Time poverty is the experience of not having enough
time to accomplish one’s demands (Wladis et al., 2018). Many student-parents drop out
of college due to childcare demands interfering with their studies (Krurelis et al., 2017).
In previous research, we have seen that student-parents have less time to complete
schoolwork and struggle to balance all of their roles (Wladis et al., 2018). This study
found that every participant shared issues with time. The unique challenges of COVID19 exacerbated the time poverty that already existed for student-parents. While every
participant relayed how difficult it was to find time for everything they needed to do, one
participant remarked that she acknowledged that it could be worse, and said “I really
don’t know how other moms do it. I mean, a lot of them have more on their plate than I
do, and it’s just, wow.” (I reminded her that she, too, had a lot on her plate.)
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In this study, one student chose to reduce her credit course load for spring and
another was taking the semester off. We do not yet know the long-term impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on graduation rates, but the challenge of time during the pandemic
is likely to have a greater effect on graduation rates for student-parents. Several
participants mentioned decreasing their hours of work for pay or not having enough time
to work to balance the demands at home. Modestino (2020) wrote of women leaving the
workforce due to childcare demands because of the challenges during the pandemic.
Women’s participation rate in the workforce has decreased throughout the pandemic and
has lowered to an amount not seen since the 1980’s (Connley, 2021).
Research has demonstrated that women often complete household chores and
childcare more than men in heterosexual relationships, and these interviews demonstrated
that the female student-parents in this study were more likely to shoulder these
responsibilities. Using a feminist perceptive, the participants’ identity as women likely
played a significant role in their disproportionate household and childcare obligations,
which added to the conflicting demands on their time. Intersectionality also had an
impact for at least one participant since there were culture influences for the role of
females in her household. “Kay”: “And being an African, our culture is different. So like
literally we, the women, shoulder a lot of the household responsibility…So I had to put in
time. I literally, I was working around the clock. It was difficult.” Also, three of the
participants were single mothers and did not share any of the childcare or household
responsibilities.
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Two participants remarked that they perceived they had additional “busy work”
type assignments that were a burden on the little available time they had. This thought is
not unique to their situation or their school. In an article that surveyed students at Wake
Forest University, they found that many students were overwhelmed by what they
perceived to be additional work from their online classes due to COVID-19. “Students
hypothesized that instructors were adding more work to make up for lost in-person class
time, to keep them busy when they (assumed) they had more time, or to ensure that
online courses were rigorous. They also expressed challenges keeping up with numerous,
smaller activities due on several days of the week in all their courses” (Barre, 2021, p. 5).
This experience of additional assignments is challenging for many college students, but
especially student-parents with little extra time to spend to accomplish these tasks.
The time poverty that existed in my participants’ descriptions of their
experiences also resulted in a significant loss of sleep. Several of the participants
indicated that they were doing their schoolwork after their children had gone to bed and
were staying up late to finish. Wladis et al. also found that working late at night and
sacrificing sleep occurred with student-parents (2018). This negative impact on studentparents’ sleep can have negative mental and physical health consequences.
Adversity. Coyne et al. (2020) wrote of the evolutionary mismatch taking place
as parents were experiencing stress from the multitude of roles they were experiencing
during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study found that the experience of going to school
online, caring for children, supporting children’s education, and often paid employment
outside of the home was challenging for every participant. Adversity was described by
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participants with the words “challenge,” “difficult(y),” and “brutal,” and the overall
message of facing adversity was shared by all participants in the study.
Cahapay (2020a) wrote about the challenges of distance learning during the
pandemic for children with special needs. One of the participants with a daughter who
has autism echoed these challenges. Completing online assessments when her daughter
was struggling and assisting her daughter in her own online distance learning (which was
not an effective educational experience due to her neurodiversity) created an intense
challenge for the participant.
Mental health. Early data on the mental health impact of the COVID-19
pandemic demonstrated high rates of distress from experiences such as quarantining, fear
of the virus, and overall stress. The Active Minds survey found that most (80%) of the
college students surveyed reported negative impacts on their mental health from the
COVID-19 pandemic (COVID-19 impact on college student mental health, 2020).
Mothers specifically are struggling with burnout. “As a psychiatrist specializing in
women’s mental health, nearly every mother I have treated during the pandemic fights
through decision fatigue, rage and a feeling of powerlessness every day…Burnout among
parents, in particular moms, has been a defining principal of this global disaster”
(Lakshmin, 2021). While this study did not use a validated mental health assessment,
comments regarding high levels of anxiety, stress, and feeling “down” were heard in
nearly all the interviews.
Anxiety and depression are disproportionately diagnosed in females more than
males (Albert, 2015; McLean, Asnaani, Litz & Hofmann, 2011). Many studies during the
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early experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic also found higher rates of mental health
distress for females than males (Moccia et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; Rajkumar, 2020;
Wang et al., 2020). Gender plays a role in the experience of mental health distress and
should be considered when addressing needs student-parents’ needs. Intersectionality
should also be considered since many student-parents are from groups who historically
have not had systemic access to mental health care.
Vinkers et al. (2020) wrote of the importance of resilience and coping skills
during the stress of the pandemic. In this study, some participants said they were
engaging in healthy coping mechanisms like exercise, medication, social media breaks,
and time alone to have a “safe space.” Even though mental health distress rates were
high, most of the participants were actively working on ways to address the mental health
challenges they were experiencing.
Social support. Matus-Grossman et al. (2002) wrote of the importance of
personal support from those within and outside the college. A study by Moghadam et al.
(2017) also indicated that student-parents benefited from others’ support in their lives.
The participants in this study received social support from various sources, including
partners, family members, and places of employment. Their stories demonstrated the
importance of this help they received and how valuable they found the support. Studentparents can benefit from social support, but these benefits are even more necessary during
this time of stress.
College influence. Research on institutional-wide polices has found a lack of
supportive policies in support of student-parents (Nichols et al., 2017). In another study,
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faculty response to support for student-parents was inconsistent (Roy et al., 2018).
Inconsistency from faculty messages was found in this study. Most participants reported
the benefit of understanding, flexible, and highly communicative faculty, and a few
participants expressed feeling like they did not experience an empathic response to
challenges in class and a lack of flexibility. The faculty attitude appeared to significantly
impact a student-parent’s ability to successfully finish a class during the COVID-19
pandemic.
The student organization on mental health, Active Minds, listed the
recommendation of “Increased academic support: Leniency, accommodations, and
flexibility” as their first suggestion for school leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic
(COVID-19 impact on college student mental health, 2020). Several participants in this
study were frustrated by the decreased access and challenges in working with the tutoring
center due to the changes related to the pandemic. The shift to all online courses meant
some students needed extra assistance, yet their typical access to the tutoring center was
decreased and made more challenging by the participants’ time constraints and the
requirement of appointments.
Resiliency. The stress experienced by the COVID-19 pandemic has been
difficult for most people, but there were examples of resiliency, hope, and motivation
from nearly all the participants. Some felt pride in their accomplishments after finishing
the semester. Some gained skills in time management. Some found reassurance in their
priorities. Chen and Bonanno (2020) indicated that optimism and flexibility were
important and that most people will be resilient through the challenges. Their resiliency
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was possibly influenced by their motivation as parents. Haleman (2004), Lindsay and
Gillum (2018), and Roy et al. (2018) found that mothers were motivated in education by
their children, and the motivation was evident in the way the participants talked about
their futures.
One participant relayed how vital her education was since it would impact her,
her daughter, and her role in society. The impact on the student-parent’s education for
both mother and child aligns with the message from Anne Mosle from the Aspen Institute
on how investments in education for student-parents improves the lives of two
generations (Clark, 2019). Cruse et al. (2019b) also wrote of the benefits to society when
student-parents are able to access education. When society supports student-parents’
success, we are changing the trajectory of two-generations, and we all benefit from their
achievements.
Unique subthemes. College influence: Online classes. Gould (2020) indicated
that in a report from 2017, 84% of classes in the United States met face-to-face. Nuere
and Miguel (2020) wrote of the faculty’s challenges in making the shift to online. This
shift from face-to-face to entirely online was a significant change for all but one of the
participants. Most of the participants found this change very difficult for various reasons.
These reasons included navigating the learning management system, having adequate
internet bandwidth, and understanding the class concepts without face-to-face instruction,
specifically in math and science. Some participants indicated that online classes were
beneficial for scheduling around their many demands and decreased commute. The
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experience of the change to an all-online instructional format was mixed in this study, but
more students mentioned negative experiences than positive.
College influence: Finances. Student-parents reported that financial challenges
were a barrier to completion in a study by Kensinger and Minnick (2018). As a student
group, they were more likely to be low income than their peers (Green & Robeson,
2020). Cruse et al. (2020b) recommended that grant aid should prioritize student-parents.
Several participants mentioned the importance of receiving grants or loans to assist in
their continuing their studies. The role of work and finances was a stressor for some
student-parents in this study.
Social support: Childcare. In focus groups with student-parents, Roy et al.
(2018) found that access and availability of childcare were among the most critical
factors in the success of a student-parent. In this study, there was a mix of experiences
with available childcare. Some used daycare centers for their younger children, some
used extended family members, and some kept their children home. If more affordable
childcare was available, I assume that some of the participants would have chosen to use
it to allow for more time to concentrate and complete their schoolwork. The data
repeatedly demonstrates that while affordable and available childcare is necessary for
student-parent success, it is difficult to find and acquire (Eckerson et al., 2016; Field,
2017; Green & Robeson, 2020; Monaghan, 2017; Wladis, 2018).
Implications of Findings
“Nearly a year later, mothers need support more than ever - in the form of
government policies, employer assistance or, closer to home, partners who share in more
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of the work. They also need it for the future, to ensure that they are never left stranded
like this again” (Miller, 2021). The mothers in this study were also students, so they need
all of that support, as well as support from their school. Based on this study, studentparents could benefit from an increased understanding from faculty and staff about the
time constraints a student-parent has and their challenges in balancing their many roles
during the COVID-19 pandemic. While the school cannot give them more time, it can
operate with empathy from an ethic of care and create policies that are specifically
supportive of student-parents’ realities.
Examples of ways the school can support student-parents based on my
interpretation of participants’ experiences could be flexible deadlines, choices in types of
assignments, flexible attendance policies that include excused absences for caring for
children, and multiple attempts at assessments. Effective and positive communication
between the student-parent and faculty or staff can help keep the student-parent on track
and motivated for success. Academic support options should be reconsidered to improve
access for those with children at home. These options could include additional tutoring
center hours, more scheduling flexibility, an alternative peer tutoring model, or adding a
teaching assistant to classes with a high need for support. Faculty and staff may not
know who their student-parents are on campus, so these policies should be extended to all
students.
Student-parents have high rates of mental health distress and need convenient
and accessible services for support. Higher education institutions should try to reach out
to student-parents, acknowledge their stress, and offer services through telehealth
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counseling and psychoeducation outreach. Since time is a significant issue and
scheduling can be a burden with a student-parent’s many demands, these sessions could
be short and solution-focused for maximum benefit.
Student-parents are eligible for some grants and financial support but may not
know that these programs exist. Outreach to student-parents should include all the
grants, scholarship, and aid programs that they may be eligible for, as well as helpful
options on campus such as checking out a laptop. Support in finding available and
affordable childcare should also be offered from the school. After the COVID-19
pandemic ends, creative childcare support, like babysitting co-ops and child-friendly
study rooms, should be considered. Some student-parents do not know to seek out these
resources or have the capacity to do so.
We know that student-parents often come from ethnically diverse backgrounds,
so institutions of higher educations’ efforts to increase equitable outcomes based on
race/ethnicity should include explicitly addressing the needs of student-parents. When
student-parents’ needs are a priority, this will lead to improved outcomes and benefits for
the student-parents and society. Student-parents are also more likely to be female and
could be experiencing gender-based oppression, so when we target support to studentparents, we are creating an environment that believes in and advocates for gender
equality and increases access to education for a group that has been historically
disadvantaged.
Limitations of the Current Study
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I was a faculty member at the school where the data collection occurred, so
some participants could have felt restrained in what they shared. Although I invited
participants to validate the transcripts, summaries, and themes through the process of
member-checking, the themes’ validity is a limitation of the study because of its
methodological approach. Bias is difficult to avoid entirely when interviewing and
coding. There are limits to generalizability in qualitative studies without random
selection (Hycner, 1999). This study’s participants had similar demographics to the
school setting’s demographics, but a lack of ethnic diversity limited the study. This study
was limited to female student-parents, and the experience of male student-parents was not
explored.
Recommendations for Future Research
Current research on college student-parents is sparse, and there are many
opportunities to learn from their experiences. Recommendations for future research are
to include smaller and larger 2-year colleges and a variety of 4-year college settings.
Researchers should focus on the experience of student-parents with young children who
may require a different type of parental attention, as well as the experience of students
that are pregnant and plan to give birth while taking courses. A focus on the experience
of male student-parents could demonstrate a helpful comparison to the experience of
female student-parents. Researchers should investigate the role of faculty knowledge of
the experience and needs of student-parents, as well as explore the attitudes and the
impact those attitudes may have on how student-parents are treated. Research should also
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include quantitative methods to acquire generalizable data to add to what we know about
student-parents.
Conclusion
Student-parents are a significant percentage of the college student population.
Yet, most colleges do not know how many student-parents are attending their institution
and what their individual needs may be. This dissertation discussed the challenges that
this student group faces in typical times and then aimed to understand female studentparents’ experiences during this unique and challenging period experienced during the
global COVID-19 pandemic. This study was completed with a feminist
phenomenological approach so that we could learn about the lived experiences of
student-parents, while also considering the role of gender and intersectionality. In
addition, a feminist approach aims to create research that is transformative and promotes
social change (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the student-parents in this study struggled
with finding enough time for their many roles and felt highly challenged by the adversity
they faced, including high rates of mental distress. They had a range of access to social
support from others in their lives and a variety of experiences with the use of and access
to childcare. The school impacted their success by the roles of faculty, the lack of
availability of the tutoring center, and access to financial support. The experience with
online classes was mixed, with some having negative experiences with online coursework
and technology and some finding benefits from the flexibility of scheduling. I found
evidence of resilience, hope, and motivation from all the participants.
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As educational leaders, we should seek out our student-parents, give them
support, and prioritize their success. We know student-parents have had lower
graduation rates and significant challenges before the COVID-19 pandemic, so the added
knowledge from this study should give educational leaders a deeper understanding of the
lived experience of student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic so that we can better
support their journey and improve their opportunities for success. While we hope that a
crisis on the level of the COVID-19 pandemic will not happen again, we can apply what
we know about how student-parents fared during this time to better support studentparents during future times of stress and challenge. Transformative experiences and
social change can occur if we use this knowledge to make a positive difference in the
lives of student-parents.
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Appendix A
Email Template
Dear [potential participant’s name],
I am completing a research study exploring the experience of female student-parents
during the COVID-19 pandemic. I am a doctoral student of Educational Leadership at
Minnesota State University-Mankato. I hope you will be willing to participate in the
study.
If you are interested in participating, we will meet on the online platform Zoom for an
interview that would last approximately between 30 and 45 minutes. During the
interview, I will ask questions about your experience balancing your roles as both a
college student and a parent since the COVID-19 pandemic began.
In this email is link to a letter of informed consent that provides more details. If you
agree to participate, then please follow the Qualtrics link to give your consent before the
interview. The link is: https://mnsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_264evIwW7keAbnT
The first approximately 8 responses will be able to participate. After I see that you intend
to participate, I will contact you by phone regarding scheduling a time that works in your
schedule. I understand that your time is valuable, so if you agree to participate, I will
send you a $20 e-gift card to Target after the interview or if you decide to withdraw for
any reason during the study.
If you have any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to ask me by email at
malinde.althaus@mnsu.edu. You are also welcome to contact the principal investigator,
Dr. Jinger Gustafson by email at jinger.gustafson@mnsu.edu or by phone at (952) 8188891. Thank you for your consideration in participating in my study!
Linde Althaus, MA, LPC
IRBNet number: 1689826
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Appendix B
Are you a female parent of a school-age child age 12 or younger? Do you want to be interviewed
about your experience as a student-parent during COVID-19? Linde Althaus is a doctoral student
in Educational Leadership at Minnesota State University and is conducting confidential, 30-45
minute interviews over Zoom about student-parenting during COVID-19. You will receive a $20
e-gift card to Target for your time. If you’re interested, please click on this link to read the
informed consent and sign up: https://mnsu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_264evIwW7keAbnT
or contact Linde at Malinde.althaus@mnsu.edu for more information!

IRBNet number: 1689826
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Appendix C

January 5, 2021
Dear Linde Althaus,
I am familiar with your research project titled Student-Parenting During a Global
Pandemic: A Phenomenological Exploration of the Impact of COVID-19 on the Experience of
Community College Student-Parents and your desire to have St. Cloud Technical & Community
College (SCTCC) involved with it. I understand the role of SCTCC to be allowing students to be
interviewed.
We have also discussed the role of SCTCC students and I am satisfied that their safety
and welfare are adequately protected as described in the research protocol. In addition, I
understand that this research will be carried out following sound ethical principles and that
involvement in this research, for both SCTCC and SCTCC students is strictly voluntary and
guarantees the protection of participants’ privacy. In particular, I understand that the
investigator cannot provide me with data that might allow anyone other than the research team
to identify anyone’s answers unless permission has been specifically given by the subject. I agree
that there will be no negative consequences for potential participants based on whether or not
they choose to participate in the study. Participants understand that they will receive a $20 egift card in return for participation in this research.
Therefore, as a representative of St. Cloud Technical & Community College, I agree to
allow you to conduct your research at our agency/institution.
Sincerely,

Ken Matthews, Ph.D.
Interim Vice President
Student Affairs and Institutional Effectiveness
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Appendix D
Informed Consent
My name is Linde Althaus, and I am a doctoral student at Minnesota State UniversityMankato. I'm working under the guidance of Dr. Jinger Gustafson in the department of
Educational Leadership. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study.
This form details the purpose of this study and a description of what it entails.
Participation in this study is voluntary.
Purpose: The interview that you are being asked to participate in is part of a research
study. This study is exploring the day-to-day experiences of female community college
student-parents during the COVID-19 pandemic. Approximately 8 participants will be
interviewed.
Your participation: Your participation in this study will consist of an interview through
Zoom that will last around 30-45 minutes. Each interview will be video and audio
recorded. You may choose to keep your camera off, however, to capture as accurate of
information as possible, audio will need to be recorded. You will be asked a series of
questions about your time as a student since the COVID-19 pandemic began in March
2020. You are not required to answer the questions and may pass on any question. At a
later date, a follow-up email will be sent with the transcript of the interview for approval.
You will also have the option to add additional comments. At any time, you may notify
me that you would like to stop the interview or stop participating in the study. You may
withdraw at any time until your results have been approved for publication. Data
reported in publications will be combined data from all participants, so the data you
provide cannot be matched to your name. Your recording and answers will be destroyed.
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with
Minnesota State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate will involve no penalty or
loss of benefits.
Benefits and risks: The potential benefit to you is a greater understanding and increased
self-reflection of your experience as a student-parent during the COVID-19 pandemic.
While the results may not be a direct benefit to you, the information is intended to gain a
better understanding of the student-parent experience. This may also help support
student-parents during difficult times in the future. You will receive a $20 e-gift card to
Target sent to your email after the interview concludes or if you officially withdraw from
the study. The risk of participating in this study is the possibility of a negative emotional
response from discussing challenging topics like mental and physical health and finances.
You will find a list of resources you may contact to help with any distress you experience
in this link: https://www.sctcc.edu/news/03-20-2020/resources-support-during-covid-19.
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Any costs incurred for reaching out for assistance with your distress will be at your
expense.
Confidentiality: Your privacy will be protected at all times. A pseudonym will be used to
protect your identity. The recordings of the interviews will be kept on a passwordprotected computer. Any identifiable private information will be removed. The
transcripts and the code with the pseudonyms and contact information will be stored on
One Drive cloud storage and password protected. Only Dr. Gustafson and I will have
access to the original transcripts. These files stored on One Drive will be deleted after
three years from the completion of the research. Your interviews will not be used for any
other research.
A transcriptionist may be used to transcribe the recorded data collected in this study. The
transcriptionist will sign a confidentiality agreement. Your information will not be used
for future research.
If you have any questions about this research study, please contact the principal
investigator, Dr. Jinger Gustafson at (952) 818-8891 or jinger.gustafson@mnsu.edu. You
may also contact me, the student researcher under the guidance of Dr. Gustafson, at
malinde.althaus@mnsu.edu. If you have any questions about participants’ rights and
research-related injuries, please contact the Administrator of the Institutional Review
Board at (507) 389-1242.
If you would like more information about the specific privacy and anonymity risks posed
by online collection of consent, please contact the Minnesota State University, Mankato
Information and Technology Services Help Desk at (507) 389-6654 and ask to speak to
the Information Security Manager.
If you agree to participate, please virtually sign below to give your consent to participate.
You have a right to a copy of the consent form and may keep this copy.

“I have read the informed consent document. I agree to participate in the research study
conducted by Linde Althaus in the Department of Education Leadership at Minnesota
State University-Mankato regarding student-parenting during the COVID-19 pandemic. I
am free to ask questions and withdraw before the study is approved for publication
without penalty. I agree to be interviewed and recorded. I am at least 18 years of age.”

Minnesota State University, Mankato IRBNet ID# 1689826
Date of Minnesota State University, Mankato IRB approval: 1/07/21
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Please check on of the following statements.
___ “I agree to be both audio and visual recording of the interview.”
____ “I will turn my camera off and agree to an audio recording of the interview.”
Enter today’s date
______
Enter your full name
____

This is the best phone number to use to reach you to schedule an interview:
______
“My signature below indicates that I am at least 18 years of age and then I consent
participate.”
___________________________
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Appendix E

January 5, 2021
Dear Jinger Gustafason:
Re: IRB Proposal entitled "[1689826-6] Student-Parenting During a Global Pandemic: A
Phenomenological Exploration of the Impact of COVID-19 on the Experience of Community
College Student-Parents"
Review Level: Level [II]
Your IRB Proposal has been approved as of January 5, 2021. On behalf of the Minnesota State
University, Mankato IRB, we wish you success with your study. Please bear in mind that your
research activities must comply with all federal, state, and Minnesota State system guidelines
and directives related to the COVID-19 health crisis. Since circumstances may change, you are
responsible for monitoring developments that may affect your ability to conduct your research.
Remember that you must seek approval for any changes in your study, its design, funding
source, consent process, or any part of the study that may affect participants in the study (see
https:// research.mnsu.edu/institutional-review-board/proposals/process/proposal-revision/).
Should any of the participants in your study suffer a research-related injury or other harmful
outcomes, you are required to report them immediately to the Associate Vice-President for
Research and Dean of Extended Campus at 507-389-1242.
When you complete your data collection or should you discontinue your study, you must
submit a Closure request (see https://research.mnsu.edu/institutional-reviewboard/proposals/process/proposal-closure/). All documents related to this research must be
stored for a minimum of three years following the date on your Closure request. Please include
your IRBNet ID number with any correspondence with the IRB.
The Principal Investigator (PI) is responsible for maintaining signed consent forms in a secure
location at the university for 3 years following the submission of a Closure request. If the PI
leaves the university before the end of the 3-year timeline, he/she is responsible for ensuring
proper storage of consent forms (see https://research.mnsu.edu/institutional-reviewboard/proposals/process/leaving-campus/). Cordially,
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Bonnie Berg, Ph.D. IRB
Co-Chair

Jeffrey Buchanan, Ph.D. IRB
Co-Chair
-1-

Mary Hadley, FACN, Ph.D. IRB
Director
Generated on IRBNet

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within Minnesota State
University, Mankato IRB's records.
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Appendix F
Interview questions
Demographic and background information:
1. Tell me about your family. How many children do you have, and what are
their ages? With whom do you live?
2. How do you describe your ethnicity?
3. Are you a full or part-time student?
4. Are you employed? If so, is your paid work at home or away from home?
5. Is there anything else about you I should know before we discuss your
experiences during COVID-19?
Phenomenological research questions:
1. What has been your experience while working on your coursework online
during the COVID-19 pandemic?
2. How have you balanced your role as a parent, student, distance learning
facilitator for your children, and if applicable, employee?
3. How would you describe your mental and physical health during this global
crisis?
4. Can you describe your support system since the COVID-19 pandemic began?
(A support system could include childcare, a partner, family, friends or
professionals like advisors, professors or counselors.)
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5. What role did the school play in supporting or hurting your success as a
student-parent during this time?
6. What accommodations have been helpful, or would help to increase your
success during this challenging time?
7. What positives have occurred from this experience?
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Appendix G
Dear [participant’s name],

Thank you again for participating in the interview about your experience as a student-parent
during COVID-19. Attached you’ll find the transcript of our interview and the summary of the
themes found based on the topics covered. Please let me know by [date], if you approve of the
transcript and summary or have any concerns, comments, or requested edits of the attached
transcript.

Sincerely,

Linde Althaus

IRBNet number: 1689826

